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PREFACE 


‘Only an idiot can really believe in Marxism,’ Alexander Tsipko, a philosopher at 
the Institute of Economic and Political Studies in Moscow, told Elisabeth Tucker 
of Newsweek in July 1990. Gorbachev’s policy of perestroika had just won the day 
at the 28th and last Congress of the Communist Party in the USSR when Tsipko 
raised the question whether the Bolshevik Revolution had been ‘worth 60 or 70 
million lives’. Discussing the problems which led to the disintegration of the 
Soviet empire and society, Tsipko traced them to the very fundamentals of 
Marxism. Marx, he said, ‘saw only those historical problems that fit into his 
scheme. Those that didn’t, he didn’t see.’ Tsipko confessed that , like many West- 
ern liberals, he too had once admired the ‘early’ humanist Marx who wanted to 
save man from his ‘alienation’, only to realize that the ‘early’ Marx was in fact 
more frightening than the mature Marx who talked about class struggle: 


What he saw as forms of alienation — the family, government, nation, 
private property, and religion — these are the very foundations of civi- 
lization... He was a thinker of genius, but his soul was dead. 


There had been no end of controversy and polemics about Marx’s vision of a 
proletarian kingdom to come, but few had questioned the range and power of his 
rational mind. Only six years before Tsipko quipped that the idiocy of Marxism 
appeared ‘crystal clear’ in the first three pages of Das Kapital, a redoubtable 
American historian had ranked Marx as the founder of a ‘great’, albeit ‘secular 
religion’ on a par with Jesus, Buddha and Muhammad. 

An extraordinary new dispute about Marx’s very personality seemed, para- 
doxically, to be in the offing even as Marxism was collapsing. At this point I hap- 
pened to conclude an investigation of Marx’s family history which I hoped 
might help to resolve the one great remaining mystery of his otherwise well- 
documented life, the conflict between his atheist philosophy and his genes. 

The Swiss philosopher and psychiatrist Arnold Kiinzli, in a thorough study, 
has come close to the inner drama that drove the Jewish-born but baptized young 
man to adopt the suffering proletariat as a class ‘entrapped ina “Jewish fate” with 
whom he could identify ... while remaining a non-Jew or even an anti-Jew.” My 
discovery that Marx was the scion of nearly 30 generations of rabbinical scholars, 
lawgivers, captains of finance and community leaders gave me a whole new per- 
spective on the secular saviour of the proletariat. Casting light where there were 
only dim shadows, it helped me to see how — plagued by ‘the tradition of all these 
dead generations’ weighing heavily on his brain — he may have found that stamp- 
ing it out, erasing his genes, was the nightmarish price he had to pay for becoming 
Germany’s premier modern philosopher and ultimately the Marx of history. 


Besides turning him against himself, this inner drama may have been intensi- 
fied by the conflict between his rational rejection of all transcendental beliefs and 
the hubris which made him claim practically divine foreknowledge of the uni- 
versal role history had ‘incontrovertibly’ and ‘in advance’ assigned to the prole- 
tariat. No wonder that Heine, while becoming Marx’s best friend in Paris, called 
him a ‘godless self-god’. Heine himself reflected all the dilemmas of the ‘jagged 
modern soul’. Although half-blind, he early foresaw that Communism, speaking 
a ‘universal language as elementary as hunger and death’, was destined to play a 
formidable role in history. He feared that it endangered civilization, but dreaded 
even more a nationalist outbreak of Teutonic ‘berserk fury’ such as the world 
had never seen. 

Moses Hess and Ferdinand Lassalle were two men who could not bow to 
what the former called Marx’s demand for ‘personal subjection’ or stand the 
intrigues of Engels, his ‘co-prophet’. Lassalle had the same a priori knowledge 
of the process of history as Marx. With it he combined a will of steel and the 
oratorical skill of a people’s tribune. Because of Marx’s jealousy of him, Com- 
munism and Social Democracy were to come into the world as two distinct 
movements. Hess, having been the ‘bellwether’ of both, was to have the unique 
distinction of also becoming the apostle of yet a third, that of modern political 
Zionism. 

Bakunin, after years of inner torment alternating with grand heroic gestures, 
surfaced from Siberia to assail Marx and publicly dispute his thesis that the 
world-saving revolution would come first in the economically most advanced 
countries of Western Europe, arguing on the contrary that it might erupt in non- 
civilized Russia, China or other parts of Asia. Indeed, a new generation of young 
radicals did not see why Russia, having no bourgeoisie, should import capitalism 
and wait for millions of peasants to form a proletariat strong enough to revolt, 
when —as Bakunin felt before he died in 1876 — there were other means ‘to drag 
them into the millennium by the scruff of their necks’. And Marx, before he 
closed his eyes in 1883, may have realized that it was Russia, and not industrial- 
ized England, that would show the other ‘the image of its future’. 

Most of the ‘doctors of revolution’, with their wives and/or mistresses, knew 
the bitterness of exile as they struggled mightily against the monarchs and 
powers of their time. Figures larger than life, they will for ever be the subject of 
controversy. 

My principle has been not to judge, but to let the reader gauge the extent to 
which each of these visionaries and world reformers measured up to Sir Isaiah 
Berlin’s description of the great man as one who has taken ‘a large step beyond 
the normal capacities of men’, and achieved ‘something unlikely to be brought 
about by the mere force of events.’ 


As I write this at the dawn of the new millennium, all theories of ‘an end to 
history’ have proved as illusory as sundry promises of ‘a new world order’. The 
controversial NATO ‘bombing for peace’ air campaign in Kosovo — ‘the good 
little war’, as it has been called, fought not for land but ostensibly for humanitar- 
ian reasons — had hardly ended when Russia began her less telegenic but equally 
destructive war in Chechnya. Only time will tell what consequences the bombing 
of a sovereign state to solve an ethnic conflict will ultimately have elsewhere and 
how the USA and a politically frustrated Russia in the throes of economic crisis 
will repair their strained relations. Or will these two different wars, whose com- 
mon feature was the indiscriminate victimization of civilians, merely have pro- 
vided the last bangs to remind us that the 2oth century was to its very end one of 
the most violent in history? 

This book was in fact written for those who remember the clash of ideas and 
interests that made it so, as well as for those who are too young to know. In the 
new century man is sure to continue the robotic exploration of the planet Mars. 
Hope springs eternal. Yet how is one to forget the recent statement by James 
Wolfensohn, the President of the World Bank, that we are entering the third mil- 
lennium with a global population of 6 billion, 3 billion of whom live on $2 a day, 
and 1.3 billion on $1. 

In the opening chapter of this volume the workers of Paris in 1796 are chant- 
ing the revolutionary song of Bastille days about ‘the people dying of hunger, 
dying of cold.’ With starvation now rampant around half the globe, my narrative 
seems to have come full circle. 

SHLOMO BARER 
23 December 1999 
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There is a solidarity of the generations that succeed each other, yea, even [of] the 
nations that follow each other into the arena... and in the end the whole of mankind 
is held accountable for the collective assets and liabilities of the past. In the Valley of 
Joshaphat the great Debt Register will be destroyed, unless perhaps before that in a 
universal bankruptcy. 


Heinrich Heine, Memoirs 


Men make their own history, but not spontaneously, under conditions they have 
chosen for themselves... The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a heavy alp 
on the brain of the living. 


Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte 
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Babeuf, Buonarroti and the ‘conspiracy of the equals’ 


The year was 1796, and the French Revolution was in its last gasps. The popu- 
lation of Paris was beginning to exceed half a million. It was the fourth year 
since the proclamation of the Republic, and the second since the Directory of 
Five, led by the indolent and profligate ex-viscount Barras, was trying to hold 
bankrupt France together. 

Gone was the high excitement of the days of the Bastille. The feudal system 
had been destroyed, but France was tired of bloody strife between Royalists, 
Jacobins, Girondins, patriotes and enragés, tired of terror and mob rule. Robe- 
spierre’s Committee of Public Safety had been dissolved, Jacobin clubs had 
been closed and sans-culotte violence seemed to have spent itself. 

But the troops of the Republic were deployed in Belgium, parts of Holland 
and along the Rhine, and what with all the internal upheavals and external wars, 
the French economy was in a ruinous state beginning to resemble that of 1789. 
Although the revolutionary fervour had gone out of the people, many remem- 
bered that, at the time of the storming of the Bastille too, they had thought 
with the Duke of Dorset that they had witnessed ‘the greatest revolution we 
know of... effected with the loss of very few lives’, only to be shaken within 
days by the spectacle of a mixed mob of hungry Parisians, military deserters 
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and armed cut-throats from the provinces stringing up the food contractor and 
short-lived Minister of Finance, Foulon, on a lantern outside the Hotel de 
Ville. Then they had carried his disfigured head — and that of his son-in-law 
Berthier de Sauvigny — on the ends of pikes to the Palais Royal. Foulon’s mouth 
had been stuffed with hay, to make him expiate his reputed remark, ‘if they 
have no bread, let them eat hay." 

Those days with their cannibal excesses were gone. In reaction to all the vio- 
lence, the Terror and the spartan impositions of Robespierre’s ‘Republic of 
Virtue’, Paris seemed to have gone wild. ‘Balls and spectacles and fireworks have 
replaced prisons and revolutionary committees,’ wrote Talleyrand, who arrived 
there in September 1796, after 4 years spent as an émigré in England and Ame- 
rica. ‘Next to money, everyone in Paris loves, adores, idolizes dancing,’ noted 
another observer, ‘and every class, rich or poor, high or low, dances every- 
where.” 

While part of the population hungered, the Directory of ‘the Five’ (Barras, 
Lazare Carnot, J.F. Ruebell and two men of lesser stamp), often described as 
the most corrupt regime which ever ruled France, were amassing huge fortunes 
in gifts and bribes from foreign powers — 8 million francs from Portugal were 
divided among them and Talleyrand (who by the following year had become 
Foreign Minister) for negotiating peace with that country; a million and a half 
went into their pockets from Spain; and more millions from others. At the same 
time, a new class of nouveaux-riches engaged in an extravagant spree of gam- 
bling, dancing and carousing. The reaction to all the recent violence and con- 
vulsions expressed itself both in their dress and in their entertainments. 
Abandoning the austere costumes of the ‘Republic of Virtue’, their women 
wore a flimsy robe en chemise of white muslin and Greek length, but so transpar- 
ent that the effect was of semi-nudity, heightened by their bare or sandaled feet 
with rings on the toes. These women set the pace of the new society. Dictating 
its tone and exercising no small political influence were three of the mer- 
veilleuses — the marvellous ladies who, in Talleyrand’s words, ‘took the place of 
the vanished ladies of the court and who, like the latter, were imitated by sluts 
competing for the prize in luxury and extravagance.”3 

Foremost among them was the ‘divine-looking’, 23-year-old wife of Jean- 
Lambert Tallien, a friend of Robespierre’s who had eventually led the attack 
against him. It was from the window of this lovely woman’s house that the 
painter David is said to have made his cruel but magnificent sketch of Marie 
Antoinette sitting with upright Habsburg disdain in the cart carrying her to her 
beheading. After Robespierre and the ‘Robespierrists’ had suffered the same 
fate at the hands of the “Thermidorians’, the spirited Mme Tallien (née 
Thérèse Cabarrus) became known as ‘Our Lady of Thermidor’ for helping to 
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persuade the new executioners that there had been enough bloodshed, and 
rushing around Paris to free prisoners. 

Currently the mistress of Barras, the leading Director and actual ruler of 
France, Mme Tallien presided at his gambling parties and revelries, where she 
and other prominent merveilleuses danced with politicians and rich bankers. It 
was one of these extravagant, luxury-loving women that Bonaparte had just 
married: Joséphine, the luscious Creole who had seen her husband, the Vicomte 
de Beauharnais, dragged to the guillotine, had herself spent a long and terrible 
period in jail, and had since been the mistress of General Hoche and of Barras 
himself. 

The flamboyant jeunesse dorée who set the new vogue may have been a 
numerical minority, but they and the cupidity of the new rulers were conspicu- 
ous at a time of economic distress. The regular provision of bread, meat and 
groceries at a time of unrest, civil war and chaotic roads had defied the cleverest 
leaders of the Revolution and even the most ruthless measures had failed. 
Bread-cards, meat-cards, laws against hoarding and the famous maximum 
price-control act had been introduced in 1793, and transgressors had been sent 
to the guillotine. 

The maximum had been abolished, reimposed and abolished again. Neither 
the requisitioning of stocks, nor all the police bureaux and control organs 
established to regulate the production, supply and distribution of food and to 
supervise prices, nor even the beheading in a single month of 55 assorted shop- 
keepers, cultivateurs, innkeepers, grocers — and 35 other ‘enemies of the people’ 
accused of hoarding* — had worked even when these measures were in force. 
The black market in Paris had flourished all the time. 


It was against the background of rising unemployment and the gnawing new 
famine that Babeuf staged the revolt of ‘the Equals’ in May 1796. 

No more unlikely world reformer can be imagined. A hopeless idealist, he 
was neither a philosopher nor a charismatic leader of men. The son of an army 
deserter who, since his return under an amnesty, barely eked out a miserable 
existence as a day labourer, Babeuf had to start work at the age of 12 as a canal 
digger to help support the family. At 17, he was apprenticed to a surveyor and 
commissaire à terrier, a man looking after the accounts of the estates of noble- 
men and the clergy, and keeping track of their feudal rights over the peasants. 
In one of the houses of the rich he now frequented, he met an illiterate cham- 
bermaid, Marie-Anne Langlais, whom he married. Three years older than he, 
she was to give him 4 (some say 5) children, of whom three survived. 

On his father’s death, Babeuf, with two families to support, suffered great 
hardship and was often destitute. At times he hired himself out as a domestic 
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servant. Eventually he set up as an independent fewdiste, a kind of lawyer or 
notary who kept the manorial archives containing the aveux, or declarations, 
recording the type of each peasant’s tenure and his obligations to the seigneur. 

Through reading the classics and Rousseau, Babeuf developed literary aspi- 
rations. Proceeding from the idea that ‘in the natural state all men are equal’, he 
began to write a book, Le Cadastre perpetuel, in which he proposed that the gov- 
ernment — by way of legally redressing the existing inequalities between 15 mil- 
lion landless peasants and 9 million landowners — should divide all arable land in 
France equally between all families, giving each an area approximating 14 acres. 

The outbreak of the Revolution found him destitute but busily writing and 
distributing political reform propaganda at Roye in Picardy. A righteous little 
man, consumed by big ideas, he was irresistibly drawn to Paris, where he found 
the walls plastered with inscriptions of L’EGALITE ou La Mort. The fall of the 
Bastille was living proof to him that the ‘transformation of the entire world’ 
was no wild utopia but within the realm of possibility. 

He was confident that the practical blueprint he was offering France’s new 
rulers in the Cadastre perpetuel would make a great stir, especially as the storm- 
ing of the Bastille was followed by actual and rumoured food shortages, fear of 
famine and riots in both Paris and the countryside. 

On 4 August 1789, while his book was still being printed, the alarmed 
National Assembly rushed through a decree proclaiming the ‘complete aboli- 
tion of the feudal system’, an end to serfdom, to the tithe paid to the nobles, to 
seigneurial hunting, fishing, judicial and tax privileges. The landowners, 
however (as Babeuf, the ex-feudiste, immediately realized), had been deprived 
only of their personal rights. Other feudal dues — including those arising from 
the concession of land in perpetuity to the peasants, all land rents, and certain 
manorial labours and corvées — would have to be repurchased in cash according 
to details to be worked out by a committee of lawyers. In the meantime, these 
taxes were to be collected. ‘Never’, one authority on feudal legislation was later 
to write, ‘have laws let loose a more lively indignation.’5 

France’s peasants, the majority of her population — only 5 million French- 
men lived in cities at the time — felt instinctively that the feudal system ‘hung 
together’, and that they had been swindled. For though they were now free to 
hunt hares and partridges, the privileges given up by the landlords represented 
only a quarter of their income, while the total compensation for those to be 
redeemed — as eventually worked out by what has been called a ‘soviet of law- 
yers’ — imposed on the peasantry a burden estimated at nearly 350 million 
pounds sterling.® The peasants, however, drove off the tax collectors and went 
on burning castles to destroy the feudal deeds of their indebtedness. The tax 
revolt was to become the recurring plague of the revolutionary regime. 
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In October, burning with a ‘unique vocation’ to serve as a ‘defender of the 
oppressed’, Babeuf rushed back to Roye where he launched a newspaper in 
which he violently attacked the remaining feudal taxes in speeches and pam- 
phlets. Before long, in speeches and pamphlets, he was threatening to lead 
armed resistance if the government sent troops to enforce tax collection. 

Denounced by the mayor of Roye for his incendiary activities, Babeuf was 
arrested in May and transported in chains to the Conciergerie prison in Paris. 
From there he sent out such a stream of petitions and protests against the Cour 
des Aides prosecuting him that Marat took up his case in the National Assem- 
bly. He was granted a conditional release and in August he returned to a hero’s 
welcome in Roye. Once there, he promptly resumed his incitement. 

Although Roye was a conservative town which in July 1792 refused to cele- 
brate Bastille Day, his popularity grew to the point where, upon his renewed 
arrest, none of the witnesses called would testify against him, and he had to be 
released. 

On 17 September of that turbulent year, he was elected to the 36-man 
Council-General of the Somme Departement. While his wife was barely sup- 
porting herself and their 4 children by sewing shirts for the army, he saw 
himself becoming ‘the Marat of the Somme’, and hoped to be elected to the 
National Convention. Just then, however, the historic battle of Valmy set the 
Revolution on a new course. 


On 25 July the Duke Charles Ferdinand of Brunswick — in command of a coali- 
tion of Austro-Prussian troops — had issued a manifesto threatening to raze 
Paris if the slightest harm was done to the French royal family. A philosopher- 
prince and gentleman-warrior, Brunswick had opposed the barbarous tone of 
the manifesto, but both Prussia’s King Friedrich Wilhelm IJ and Austria’s 
Emperor Francis II — a nephew of Marie Antoinette — had insisted on driving 
terror into the hearts of the French. 

On 10 August, a Paris mob invaded the Tuileries, massacring the Swiss 
Guard. On the 13th, the French Royal family was imprisoned. Louis XVI, 
whom the manifesto was meant to save, had from the beginning cautioned the 
Austrian and Prussian monarchs, through his agents, not to enter France as 
conquerors, but as armed mediators. Nevertheless, the invasion had started in 
August, and by 2 September the Prussians had taken Verdun. Yet in the midst 
of all the anarchy and panic in Paris, a rabble-like French army consisting 
largely of volunteers — roused by Danton to a patriotic /evée en masse — had 
rushed to the front and not only saved Paris and the Revolution, but stupefied 
the world by routing Prussia’s war machine and the Austrian forces in the battle 
of Valmy, in the Champagne district of France. 
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‘Here and today begins a new epoch in the history of the world,’ Goethe 
observed after the famous French cannonade from the ridge of Valmy on 20 
September 1792. The Duke of Weimar had taken him along as a sightseer to 
watch Brunswick make his triumphal entry into Paris. It was raining, and some 
of the Prussian troops suffered from dysentery. ‘You will bear witness’, Bruns- 
wick said to Goethe, ‘that I have been defeated by the elements.’7 

But the fact was that the Prussian army, which had not been modernized 
since the days of Frederick the Great, had become tactically a museum piece, 
whereas the French at Valmy inaugurated new tactics of warfare. 

Defending the Revolution and /a patrie against Brunswick’s forces and their 
pathetic ally — the ‘Army of the Princes’ of French Royalist émigrés (some of 
whom had arrived in their carriages to be equipped with obsolete Prussian mus- 
kets against their own compatriots) — was the future King of the French, Louis- 
Philippe, son of the Duke of Orléans and at that time a 19-year-old colonel of 
dragoons. Cited in dispatches for his bravery, the young prince turned Jacobin 
returned to Paris two days after the battle to find a city reeling under the shock 
of the ‘September massacres’ perpetrated by the Jacobins in the capital’s 
prisons; and while he was en route from Valmy, the monarchy had been abol- 
ished and France turned into a republic. 

During the few days he spent in Paris, Louis-Philippe was promoted to the 
rank of lieutenant-general, and invited for a private talk by Danton, the Minis- 
ter of Justice and man of the hour. Danton, the fiery tribune with the bovine, 
pockmarked face, had hoped to save ‘the prisoner of the Temple’, Louis XVI, 
from the threat of being executed for treason. Following Brunswick’s mani- 
festo, he had, by his sheer energy and defiance — and against the wish of his col- 
leagues to abandon Paris — saved France. Now he shocked Louis-Philippe by 
his brutally frank admission that it was he, too, who had ordered the ‘Septem- 
ber massacres’. To the horrified prince, he explained that the rush of volunteers 
to the Champagne district had left the leaders of the Revolution defenceless in 
Paris. The prisons were full of aristocrats and ‘conspirators who were only 
waiting for the approach of the enemy to rise and cut our throats. That I had to 
prevent.’ He added another reason for having ordered the massacre in the 
prisons: ‘I could not risk the sudden changes of mood which in times of crisis 
swing from patriotic enthusiasm to panic and even treason. I wanted the whole 
jeunesse of Paris heading for the Champagne to arrive there with blood on their 
hands, which would be for us the gauge of their loyalty. I had to put a river of 
blood between them and the émigrés.’ 

Louis-Philippe could not contain his indignation. How could one justify 
besmirching the noble cause of liberty with the blood of thousands of victims 
slaughtered without trial? 
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‘And who are these victims whose fate you deplore?’ Danton replied. 


They were the most fanatical enemies of your father, of yourself, of 
your family, and of us all. Don’t you know that they were the accom- 
plices of the émigrés?... I suppose you have seen, as I have, the dread- 
ful roll published at Coblenz [the headquarters of the émigrés] on 
which my name was listed together with that of your father and all 
those who took part in the Revolution and its assemblies. You cannot 
have failed to notice that each name on this list was marked with 
one of the three initials E. R. P., designating those who were to be 
écartelé, rompu vif ou pendu [quartered, torn alive or hanged, 
respectively] according to the degree of guilt attributed to them.® 


Louis-Philippe interposed that the authenticity of the list was at least doubtful. 

‘Listen carefully,’ said Danton. ‘You may be a lieutenant-general, but you are 
still very young and I want to give you a piece of serious advice. I appreciate 
your candour, but you must learn, and the sooner the better, to keep your 
tongue and not talk about anything you happen to dislike or disapprove of. For 
in a revolution one often finds oneself an accomplice to acts one may not have 
wanted to commit, nor would have dared undertake by oneself.’ Cultured, 
leisurely, less virtuous and doctrinaire than Robespierre and not above taking 
bribes, Danton, the grand seigneur of sans-culottisme, praised Louis-Philippe 
for his devotion to the Revolution and his courage at the front. 

‘It is a good mise en scéne and preparation for the long career perhaps awaiting 
you. Remember, you will always be more closely watched than your father. It 
will always be on you, rather than on him, that all eyes and public attention will 
be fixed. Try, therefore, to contain your indignations.’ 

‘But my conscience!’ cried Louis-Philippe. 

‘It is not a question of your conscience. Nobody is asking you to take any- 
thing upon your conscience, only not to judge that of others. Keep strictly to 
your soldier’s métier, do not meddle with our actions, and stay out of politics.’ 

It was in the course of this strange conversation, here condensed, that 
according to one account Danton told the astonished young prince: “This 
republic we have just proclaimed won’t last. Much more blood will be shed.’ 
France might one day be restored to the monarchy, ‘but not to that of the old 
regime, which is finished... A democratic monarchy will be established. France 
will never put up with the elder branch of the family, while you, who have 
fought under the tricolour, you will have a great chance of reigning...’ 

And so it was to be, nearly 40 years later. 

Before he returned to the Northern Army, which was about to invade 
Belgium, Louis-Philippe pleaded with his father, the Duke of Orléans, to stay 
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away from the forthcoming trial of his cousin King Louis XVI and urged him 
to emigrate to America. But the Duke (to be known as ‘Philippe Egalité’) refused 
for fear of having ‘to live with blacks’ and missing the opera. He half-promised 
that he would have no part in his royal cousin’s undoing, but in January 1793 
allowed himself to be fetched to the Convention and there morosely cast the 
fatal ballot which, as it turned out, produced the one-vote majority dispatching 
the King to the guillotine. 

Seized by the horror of his own action, the Duke was later found sitting on 
the steps of his palace, mumbling that he didn’t know ‘how they made me do it.’ 
Before the end of 1793, during the Terror, he was to pay for his foolishness and 
frivolities when he was in his turn carted to the guillotine, but to face his death 
with dignity and the words: ‘Dépéchez-mot vite.’ 

In Belgium, Louis-Philippe’s superior, General Dumouriez, hard pressed 
by the enemy, signed an armistice with Austria and decided to march his 
troops on Paris and overthrow the bloodthirsty Convention which was making 
‘everyone in Europe our enemy’. His plans, however, were intercepted and a 
letter from Louis-Philippe expressing similar sentiments was actually read out 
in the Convention. The Minister of War and a number of Jacobins were sent 
to Belgium to bring Dumouriez to his senses or to arrest him and Louis- 
Philippe. A prolonged argument about what was good for France ensued, 
which Dumouriez cut short by delivering the whole delegation into the hands 
of the Austrians. 

His young French volunteer soldiers, refusing his plan to march on Paris, 
Dumouriez then escaped to the Austrian camp. Louis-Philippe had little choice 
but to follow him. On 5 April, not yet 20 but much sobered by his recent experi- 
ences both at home and at the front, he crossed the lines together with two other 
officers. To the Royalist émigrés he remained ‘Général Egalité’, a soldier of the 
Revolution and the son of a regicide; to France’s revolutionary leaders, on the 
other hand, he was not only a deserter, but a prince ‘born near the throne’, who 
had treasonably conspired with the Austrians and Dumouriez to restore the 
monarchy; to the Legitimist supporters of the Bourbon Pretender, Louis 
XVIII, he was a potential claimant to the crown who might be supported by 
other Royalist cliques. He was to spend the next 37 years under this cloud of 
double and treble suspicion. 

In Austria, where he arrived without money, the young prince had the good 
sense to refuse a commission in the Austrian army. Instead, he went to Switzer- 
land under the assumed name of Monsieur Chabos. 


At the beginning of 1793, Babeuf was elected to the post of administrator of 
the Montdidier district, and seemed to settle down to a quiet and secure exis- 
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tence. He was in charge of the sequestration of the lands of émigré nobles. He 
toned down his social agitation and seemed quietly to relish the task of doing 
away with the vestiges of feudalism in the area. 

He had hardly set about it when a negligent entry he made in the auction 
record of the biens nationaux fired a dispute between two land speculators about 
a large plot of church land and led to charges of fraud against him. 

Suspended pending trial, Babeuf fled to Paris, claiming that he could trust 
no jury in Montdidier to give him a fair hearing. Arriving without a penny, he 
first fell in with the most extreme sans-culotte elements. Working as a salaried 
propagandist for Claude Fournier, the ‘wild American’ who wanted to form 
an élite corps of ‘revolutionary super-patriots’, he called for the execution of 
the ‘faithless’ deputies of the Convention who were protecting the profiteer- 
ing rich, and in an access of zealotry, he even turned against Marat, the man 
who had once got him out of prison. With France now declaring war on 
Britain and Holland in February, and Marat calling for a march to the frontier, 
Babeuf wrote a pamphlet Où en sommes nous? in which he demanded a law to 
reward the sans-culottes with land for their service in protecting the property 
of the rich in war. Any agitation for social revolution and the division of land 
had, however, been prohibited by the Convention on pain of death. When 
Marat blocked Fournier’s appointment as commander of a force of 12,000 
volunteers, Babeuf lost his salary and for a time was reduced to utter priva- 
tion. 

His fortunes underwent a miraculous transformation when he met Sylvain 
Maréchal, the atheist poet, playwright and author of the famous Révolutions de 
Paris, who was soon to write the liturgy for Robespierre’s cult of the Goddess 
of Reason. Maréchal introduced Babeuf to Anaxagoras Chaumette, the pro- 
cureur of the Paris Commune, who was to play an important part in the Jacobin 
take-over. Chaumette felt that Babeuf, with his sans-culotte philosophy, could be 
of use in combatting the wave of popular discontent, and before the end of 
May appointed him Secretary of the all-important and embattled Food Admin- 
istration. An exultant Babeuf, about to move into the Champs-Elysées, wrote to 
his wife: ‘My friends are the most important people in Paris: Chaumette, the 

procureur of the Commune; Pache, the mayor; Garin, the chief Food Adminis- 
trator; Robespierre; Sylvain Maréchal...” As the right-hand man of Garin, the 
ex-baker in charge of the Food Administration, he was propelled to the centre 
of events in the stormiest year of the Revolution. Civil strife between the revo- 
lutionary factions and reverses abroad, added to recurrent food shortages and 
sans-culotte insurrections soon led to the breakdown of all authority in Paris. 
With Marat calling the people to arms against the Girondins, the Girondins 
impeaching him, the tribunal extraordinaire acquitting him, and his Jacobin 
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minority thereupon staging the bloodless coup of 2 June 1793 — when 80,000 
sans-culottes and National Guard men surrounded the Convention of the Tui- 
leries with 60 cannon and the Girondin deputies were arrested — the way was 
clear for Robespierre’s ‘Republic of Virtue’. 

The mass levée of 300,000 men added to the food crisis of that hectic 
summer. While France was going through a paroxysm of ‘patriotic’ as well as 
‘revolutionary’ fervour, Paris demanded to be fed. Babeuf, working with several 
score officials under him, had his hands full and realized that his agrarian law 
rewarding sans-culottes returning from war with land would have to wait. 

He now lived in an apartment in the rue Saint-Honoré put at his disposal by 
Garin, and his wife and children had joined him. As cries for bread began to be 
mixed with loud demands for purging ‘traitors from within’, Marat — who was 
to be murdered in July — blamed Garin and his Administration for the flour and 
bread shortage. Garin and the Ninister of the Interior Garat began a pamphlet 
war in which each laid responsibility for the crisis at the other’s door. Babeuf, 
def ending his boss and benefactor, had the streets of Paris plastered with plac- 
ards accusing Garat of starving Paris. He further informed the Jacobin Evéché 
Committee — which met at the episcopal palace near Notre Dame — that not 
only Garat, but the Mayor Pache as well as the prominent Bertrand Barére and 
Robespierre’s ‘whole Committee of Public Safety’ were involved in a counter- 
revolutionary plot to starve Paris.? 

Some time in August, in the midst of the tumults caused by the referendum 
on Robespierre’s new Constitution and the Committee of Public Safety’s sub- 
sequent announcement of ‘the Reign of Terror’ — ‘la terreur est a l’ordre du jour’ 
— both Garat and Garin were sacrificed: the Minister dismissed, the ex-baker 
and his deputy placed under arrest. It is not known how Babeuf escaped the 
purge. Unknown to him, the Criminal Court of the Somme département had 
sentenced him in contumaciam on 23 August to 20 years in irons for bolting 
justice after tampering with the auction record of Montdidier. Unaware of this 
heavy sentence hanging over him and to pursue him with a vengeance, Babeuf 
remained in Paris and soon even landed a better post as Secretary of the Comité 
des Subsistances et Approvisionnements. This consisted of three food commis- 
sioners who — in an attempt to save the economy — were given wide powers to 
establish a countrywide price-schedule for France’s 750 districts, to stock 
‘national granaries’, keep Paris fed and requisition supplies for the army. At an 
undreamt-of salary of 4,000 /ivres, it was the highest ranking position Babeuf 
had so far achieved in his up-and-down career as a revolutionary, and of late as 
an official of the Republic. 

But where in all this was Babeuf the sans-cu/otte agitator? Since he had joined 
Garin’s Food Administration and become an official of the regime he could not, 
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except for agitating from within, but abide by the 1793 Constitution. At the 
same time, for all its faults, the Constitution affirmed the people’s right to ‘sub- 
sistence’ by work or the dole, and consecrated at least one principle that 
engraved itself upon Babeuf’s mind: ‘When the government violates the rights 
of the people, insurrection is... the most sacred of its rights and the most indis- 
pensable of its duties.’?° 

No matter that the new constitution with its high rhetoric was quickly aban- 
doned, postponed sine diem, in fact buried, by the decree of 10 October 1793 
(giving Robespierre’s provisional government ‘revolutionary’ — i.e. dictatorial — 
control of France ‘until the peace’), the above principle was to fire Babeuf’s 
later actions and to justify them morally in his eyes. 

By then Babeuf’s time in Paris was running out. He had hardly assumed his 
post on the Comité des Subsistances, which was set up a week after the execu- 
tion of Queen Marie Antoinette (‘the widow Capet’) on 16 October when he 
was taken from his apartment straight to a Paris jail. The 20-year sentence 
imposed on him zm absentia by the Criminal Court of the Somme département 
had finally caught up with him. The influential Sylvain Maréchal and Babeuf’s 
friends and protectors in the Paris Commune and the Food Administration 
managed to prevent his transfer to the Somme département. Claiming that he 
was the victim of a plot hatched by some ex-aristocrats at Montdidier, they 
tried to turn his case into a political trial before the revolutionary tribunal, but 
failed. He was held for two months in the dank Abbaye jail. Then he was trans- 
ferred to the Saint-Pélagie prison in the Paris area while his case was shunted 
from one authority to another, before it was eventually referred to the high 
Cour de Cassation. And while he languished in jail, the Revolution proceeded 
to its climactic phase. 


Shortly before Babeuf’s arrest in October, Barras, Fouché, Tallien, Fréron and 
other Jacobin deputies had been sent out from Paris with orders to subdue the 
rebellious provinces. Lyons was half-destroyed by Fouché and his team, adding 
machine-guns to the guillotine to keep up the rate of executions. Tallien, who 
ordered ‘only’ 300 executions at Bordeaux, later had to defend himself against 
charges of having been bribed into laxity. At Marseilles, Barras and Fréron had 
whole quartiers destroyed, and would have wiped out the town if Robespierre 
had not stopped. These towns had not only rebelled against the Jacobin take- 
over in Paris but had collaborated with the British, Spanish and other invading 
enemies, such as Admiral Hood’s fleet at Toulon. Eight hundred people were 
executed in that city — where Barras, the future leader of the Directory, first 
met the young artillery captain Bonaparte, who was to unseat him — before he 
and Fréron were recalled to Paris. 
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Robespierre had launched the ‘Reign of Terror’ for the lofty aim of enacting 
Rousseau’s ideas of ‘virtue’ and ‘the general will’, Restless, unhappy, a social 
misfit, Rousseau, revolting against the injustices of 18th-century society, had 
attacked the rationalist trend of the Enlightenment philosophes. Reason alone, 
Rousseau argued, was incapable of changing society. ‘Conscience’, the feeling 
or instinct which enabled even a simple, uneducated man to distinguish between 
right and wrong, was the ‘infallible judge of good and evil... The promptings of 
the heart are more to be trusted than the logic of the mind. 

When Rousseau had published his two famous books, Emile and Du Contrat 
Social, he was execrated throughout Europe — ‘I was called an infidel, an atheist, 
a lunatic, a madman, a wild beast, a wolf“! — and no wonder. His appeal to the 
passions was seen as a revolutionary attack on absolutism, as was his vision of 
a Golden Age in which everyone would ‘put his person and his power under 
the supreme direction of the general will’, implying that general will was sov- 
ereign, and that government not based on the consent of the people was illegit- 
imate. Thus Rousseau, the pacifist and recluse, had sounded the clarion call of 
revolution, and by the time he died in 1778 his writings, previously burned in 
both Paris and Geneva, had become the bible of Europe’s intellectuals. Robe- 
spierre and Saint-Just, like Rousseau, felt that it was the vices of the social 
institutions that corrupted man. But how, asked Robespierre, could ‘venal 
souls’ be turned into virtuous men? Force and intimidation would have to be 
used. 

Indeed, Rousseau’s theory that the ‘general will’ was ‘always what it ought 
to be’ — that is, absolute — could be taken to mean not only that the minority had 
to bow to it in principle but that each individual had to surrender ‘the totality 
of his rights to the community as a whole.’ It could also be taken as a licence to 
destroy all opposition. Rousseau at his Ermitage may never have dreamt of 
such ruthless rationalizations. Yearning for an idyllic life and a harmonious 
society in accord with nature, he may have inspired the Revolution, but 
through certain ambiguous passages in his writings he also unwittingly became 
the spiritual father of the Terror and ‘laid himself open to the charge of total- 
itarianism.”!? 

Ina raging fury, righteous Frenchmen between October 1793 and the follow- 
ing summer slaughtered 20,000 of their compatriots with or without trial. 
Robespierre styled himself ‘one of the most suspicious and melancholy of 
patriots’. While he was determined to purify France by fire — always, it is said, 
hoping that ‘the next execution would be the last’ — the savagery that marked 
the Terror could not have taken place but for the paranoid fear of the Jacobins 
that, with France divided and beset by enemies from without, their republic was 
threatened on all sides. Although the Terror did not, as in Russia after the Bol- 
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shevik Revolution, become a permanent institution, it was opprobrious because 
of its brutal instincts and the fanatical trampling of elementary justice sanc- 
tioned by Saint-Just when — indicting Danton ~ he exalted love of /a patrie as 
something terrible, sacred and ‘so exclusive that it sacrifices everything to the 
public interest, without pity, without fear, without respect for the human indi- 
vidual,’ "3 

Nature, Robespierre claimed, ‘is the true priest of the Supreme Being, the 
universe is His Temple.’ Calling a halt to the reckless attacks on Christianity, he 
offered Frenchmen an enlightened but water-down state religion free of priests 
and superstition. Although new ceremonies and public observances were insti- 
tuted in honour of such abstract generalities as ‘liberty and equality’, ‘modesty’, 
‘paternal devotion’ and the like, Robespierre’s admission that ‘belief in God’ and 
even Catholicism were part of France’s popular moral values gained him praise 
abroad. 

At home, however, his ‘Republic of Virtue’ and the forceful transformation 
of the whole life of France met with no small opposition. Babeuf was still in jail 
when, on 23 March 1794, the so-called ‘Hébertistes’ were executed as part of a 
struggle between moderates and extremists within the ruling coalition itself. 
Even Danton, enriched by graft and temperamentally opposed to the Terror, 
was under suspicion of plotting against the ruling triumvirate — Robespierre, 
Saint-Just, Couthon — and before the month was out, Saint-Just was accusing 
Danton before the Convention of being a Royalist at heart, of conspiring to 
overthrow the government, and every other crime under the sun. 

‘Better a hundred times to be guillotined than to guillotine,’ Danton cried 
defiantly. To the executioner about to decapitate him as well as Camille Des- 
moulins and several dozen of their supporters on 5 April, he said, ‘Don’t forget 
to show my head to the people: it is worth it.’ With the opposition destroyed, 
Robespierre’s dictatorial rule seemed safe. But it was now based on fear. His 
gradual suppression of the sans-culotte societies and the execution of their 
spokesman in the Commune — Chaumette, the procureur and Babeuf’s protec- 
tor, had been guillotined together with the ‘Hébertistes’ — lost him his popular 
support. Yet for the middle class he was too radical. 

On 8 June, at a ceremonial Festival of the Supreme Being in the Tuileries 
Gardens stage-managed by the artist David, Robespierre formally inaugurated 
the new religion by setting fire to statues symbolizing Vice, Atheism and Folly; 
as they collapsed, a victorious statue of Wisdom emerged in their place. As the 
day happened to coincide with Whit Sunday, Catholics in some parts of the 
country took the opportunity to observe the new religious-patriotic festival by 
celebrating Mass. The French, it has been observed, seemed ready to accept the 
Republic, but refused to be reformed."+ 
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On the day after the Festival, the Cour de Cassation at last revised Babeuf’s 
case. Setting aside the verdict on a technical flaw, it referred the case to the tri- 
bunal of Laon in the Aisne département, but did not quash the sentence. 
Babeuf was marched on foot to Laon, where the tribunal found that the case 
had been mishandled at all levels — including that of the Cour de Cassation — 
and ordered Babeuf to be released on bail pending a new review by the Com- 
mission de Tribunaux. In the third week of July he set out on the road back to 
Paris, accompanied by his g-year-old son Emile. 

On 26 July Robespierre, fully aware that a plot against him was in progress, 
delivered his last speech and ‘testament’. Refusing to avert his fall by defending 
himself in the Convention and/or resorting to force, he denounced the conspir- 
acy against him without naming the conspirators and defiantly reaffirmed his 
faith in the ideal Rousseauist republic, founded on virtue. ‘In peacetime’, he 
had said in February, ‘the mainspring of popular government is virtue,” but ‘in 
a revolution it is at once virtue and terror... without which virtue is powerless 
and impotent.’ Now, reiterating his lofty credo, he said that virtue ‘exists, I 
swear... this profound horror of tyranny, this compassionate zeal for the 
oppressed, this sacred love of mankind... it exists, that generous ambition to 
found on Earth the first republic of the world.’ 

The next day he was met in the Convention with cries of ‘Down with the 
tyrant!’ Robespierre had indeed transformed France and propelled her into the 
future ahead of any other European country, had made her people free even if 
not, as he had hoped, ‘happy’ or even socially equal. A new French army, forged 
and equipped in the very midst of the Revolution, was beginning to gather vic- 
tories abroad. In this sense it may be said that Robespierre left the stage having 
saved his country, though not before dispatching in daily batches another 1,400 
real or alleged ‘enemies of the people’ by the guillotine — under a decree issued 
on the morrow of the Festival of the Supreme Being — until heads seemed to 
‘fall like slates from the roof’, 47 of them even on the 27th when he was not 
allowed to finish his speech in the Convention. 

On the 28th, Robespierre, Saint-Just and Couthon were executed, and 
during the next few days more than 100 of their supporters met with the same 
fate. 


That summer, his second in Switzerland, Louis-Philippe of Orléans was pre- 
paring to make himself scarce in embarrassing circumstances. During his first 
summer, tramping in the Swiss mountains with a faithful servant, the young 
prince has sometimes slept in barns, homeless and otherwise reduced to penury. 
In October 1793 he had found a job as a language and mathematics teacher in a 
village boarding school for boys. There, in November, a month after his 2oth 
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birthday, he learned of his father’s execution, the incarceration of other mem- 
bers of his family and the confiscation of its vast properties. 

He was now titular Duke of Orléans, but continued under the name of Cha- 
bos. In the summer of 1794 he succumbed to the charms of the school’s cook 
and — upon the discovery that he had fathered a child on her — he left for Ger- 
many, from where he was eventually, under another alias, to depart for America. 

Babeuf, reaching Paris from Laon at the end of July, found a changed world. 
The surviving members of the Committee of Public Safety were in disrepute. 
The Commune had been outlawed, and Chaumette was gone. Exploiting the 
popular tide of revulsion inspired by the Terror, the newly installed Thermido- 
rians ~ so called after the date of the coup, 27 July being the 9th Thermidor (of 
the Year II) in the Revolutionary calendar — proclaimed freedom of the press, 
especially for publications attacking the tyranny of the previous regime. Babeuf 
had not been long in Paris when Tallien and Fréron offered him the editorship 
of anew Journal de la liberté de la presse. This journal gave Babeuf full scope for 
the role of publicist that he had always dreamed of. At last, he had a platform 
for unfolding his skill at political propaganda, the importance of which he had 
early realized. On 3 September, he joined in the violent chorus against Robe- 
spierre’s dictatorship and the surviving diehard Jacobins, but his alliance with 
the ‘Thermidorian reaction’ was short-lived. 

Barras, Fréron, Fouché, Tallien and the other organizers of the Thermidor 
coup were practical men. Yet they also felt threatened by surviving Robespierr- 
ists, sans-culottes and various anarchists of the Left. Having no intention to relin- 
quish power, they first played off one faction against the other. By October 1794 
they felt strong enough to arrest the leaders of the sans-culottes. The Jacobin 
club in Paris was attacked by ruffians, and in November it was closed by the 
authorities. The maximum price control had been abolished and a new issue of 
assignats devalued the currency further at the start of an extremely harsh winter. 

At the beginning of October, sensing that Tallien and Fréron were out to 
abolish the people’s sovereignty by ‘delegating’ it to the Convention, Babeuf 
had renamed the journal Le Tribun du Peuple and began to publish it clandes- 
tinely. A new tyranny, he wrote, was on the point of ‘overthrowing the republi- 
can system’. 

For the first time he styled himself ‘Gracchus’ Babeuf, after the stoic Roman 
tribune Caius Gracchus, who was killed in an uprising in 121 BC. With his bro- 
ther, who later met with the same fate, he had agitated for an agrarian law 
against the aristocracy’s snatching most of the lands conquered by the Roman 
soldiery. 

‘I became myself again,’ Babeuf wrote as he broke with the Thermidorians. 
The poor had so far gained little from the Revolution, and there had been much 
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crime, bloodshed and profiteering. But the Revolution had shown that the 
fantasy he had entertained as a feudiste of a world transformed (which had 
seemed to belong to some distant future) was now within the realm of ‘reason- 
able possibility’. The Revolution had brought about an electrifying and ‘unex- 
pected disposition of things’. It had ‘fired souls with the necessary courage’ to 
realize that the theories of a few philosophes, which only a short time before had 
seemed utopian, were ‘practicable’. Babeuf now felt he had a unique vocation as 
propagandist of liberty and defender of the oppressed. An historic force pro- 
duced ‘the great revolution predicted in the Book of Time and Destiny’ and he, 
‘Gracchus’ Babeuf, like his eponymous hero, was called upon to bring about the 
inevitable ‘overturn in the system of property’ and to lead the ‘revolt of the 
poor against the rich which has become an invincible necessity.’* 

As soon as he started to attack the Thermidorians in his paper during Octo- 
ber 1794, he was arrested. Released after a few days, he went into hiding, but 
continued to publish Le Tribun du Peuple clandestinely, keeping up a barrage of 
anti-government propaganda. The government issued a new warrant for his 
arrest, but it was not until 7 February 1975 that Babeuf, who now called himself 
the leader of a ‘plebeian party’ and the spokesman of the poor, the underpaid 
workers, the starving unemployed and the whole hungry ‘classe des sans- 
culottes’, was apprehended by the police. For the next 8 months he was kept in 
various prisons, first in Paris, then in Arras, and then in Paris again. By the time 
he released on 18 October, the outlawed Girondins had been re-admitted to the 
Convention; the deputies of the Left had been expelled and arrested on the 
pretext of having incited bread riots; and the Thermidorian majority had sub- 
mitted the new 1795 Constitution (under which France was to be governed by a 
Directory with the help of two legislative bodies) and had also passed the so- 
called “Two-thirds Decree’. To assure themselves victory against both Royalists 
and the extreme Left, the ‘Two-thirds Decree’ provided that two-thirds of the 
new legislative bodies — the ‘Council of Five Hundred’ and the ‘Council of 
Ancients’ — must be members of the outgoing Convention, and that those not 
re-elected would be automatically co-opted as ‘perpetuals’. Whereas the new 
Constitution had been endorsed by a majority of the voters, the ‘Two-thirds 
Decree’ had been overwhelmingly defeated in the referendum. The Conven- 
tion, however, with the help of the army vote, went ahead and proclaimed elec- 
tions for the legislative bodies. 

During his long months in various prisons, Babeuf had gradually conceived 
the idea of a classless society which would put an end to ‘the barbaric law of 
capital’ that enabled landlords, merchants and speculators to deprive farmers, 
weavers and other actual producers of essential goods of the value of their 
labour while themselves growing rich and swimming in gold. In prison, among 
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the fanatical Jacobins, dedicated revolutionaries and leaders of the Terror jailed 
by the Thermidorians, he also met his future comrades-in-arms and allies in 
conspiracy — men like Augustin Darthé, the public prosecutor in Arras during 
the Terror; Lebon, the town’s ruthless ex-mayor; and Jean-François Baby, 
another commissar of the Terror. They were all to become Babeuf’s aides, with 
Darthé in a prominent role. 

Held in another of the 7 prisons in Arras was Charles Jean-Antoine Ger- 
main, a 25-year-old former lieutenant of Hussars, who wrote poetry and had 
wide intellectual interests. It was through arguments exchanged in correspon- 
dence with Germain, smuggled from prison to prison,'® that Babeuf arrived at 
the idea of establishing a ‘common storehouse’ (/e magasin commun) central 
clearing-house, where the nation’s total production would be redistributed in 
equal portions to every citizen. People would no longer be driven to accumulate 
private wealth. Property, competition, money — between them representing the 
root of all evil — would be eliminated and ‘perfect equality’ achieved. 

From these prison speculations was to develop the ‘Conspiracy of the 
Equals’ and the eventual framework for a ‘Supreme Administration’ that would 
plan and regulate national production, distribution and work quotas. The idea 
of classifying people into useful and unproductive or not useful citizens to be 
deported to labour or concentration camps was already present in a letter from 
Babeuf to Germain containing the sentence: ‘He who does not work, neither 
shall he eat.’ 

After much argument and discussion, his .the‘group of conspirators was to 
reach the conclusion that the ‘perfect’, yet state-controlled equality would have 
to be imposed on the people from above by an élite of courageous, determined 
and far-sighted men, and by means of a dictatorship. But how to stage a revolu- 
tion? This question too came up in Babeuf’s prison correspondence with young 
Germain. Germain was for a shattering, cataclysmic operation destroying ‘in a 
single night at a fixed hour... the pernicious and false institutions that justice 
commands us to overturn.’’7 Babeuf was more cautious and thought of estab- 
lishing ‘a republican Vendée’ in some part of France, whence the revolution 
would spread gradually by propaganda and guerilla tactics. In this respect too, 
things were to take a different turn. 

On 10 September 1795, about a month before the elections for the Council of 
Five Hundred and the Council of Ancients, Babeuf was transferred to the Le 
Plessis prison in Paris. Crowded at the time with nearly 2,000 dedicated revolu- 
tionaries and former Jacobin officials, Le Plessis was a breeding ground of con- 
spiracies, 

It was there that Babeuf met Philippe Michéle Buonarroti, a 34-year-old 
Italian nobleman, a great-nephew several times removed of Michelangelo, 
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whose enthusiasm for the French Revolution had incurred the disfavour of the 
Grand Duke of Tuscany. He was sent into exile on Corsica, but his instigation 
of revolutionary activities there had caused his expulsion. Upon his arrival in 
Paris he was warmly received, and in 1793 the National Convention rewarded 
him with French citizenship. Becoming a personal friend of Robespierre, he 
had been entrusted with various political missions, but after the execution of 
the Robespierrists he was charged with abuse of power and imprisoned at Le 
Plessis. 

Babeuf was a self-taught man who had pulled himself up from the ranks of 
the destitute. He and his family had suffered severe destitution, for which he 
held a grudge against society. Buonarroti, on the other hand, was a man of the 
world who had received an excellent education. He was an early member of the 
Italian cloak-and-dagger movement called ‘Charcoal Burners’, the famous Car- 
bonari. This ‘brotherhood’, with its mysterious rituals, had connections with 
various Masonic lodges, and gave Buonarroti easy access to important personal- 
ities in Paris. Moreover, he knew Bonaparte from the days of his exile on 
Corsica. A born conspirator who had abandoned the society to which he be- 
longed to become a firm believer in universal equality, he was also a man of 
imagination. Although, on the face of it, he and Babeuf had little in common 
other than a few principles, their meeting was to give the ideas of the new- 
fangled ‘people’s tribune’ a new impetus.'® 

Buonarroti and other Jacobin prisoners, including Bertrand, the former 
mayor of Lyons, had been planning action against the Thermidorians and their 
new Constitution before Babeuf’s arrival. The referendum vote for the 
endorsement of the “Two-thirds Decree’ and election of the members of the 
Council of Five Hundred and the Council of Ancients had been set for 12 
October 1795. Before it took place, more than 20,000 Royalists prepared to 
march against the Tuileries and attack the Convention. Barras, who was in 
charge of defending it, had only 4,000 loyal soldiers at his disposal. He hastily 
armed a number of ‘patriots of 1789’ and ex-terrorists; and there was a feeling 
among the imprisoned Jacobins, sans-culottes and republican leaders that they 
too might soon be released. 

Barras turned for help to the young artillery captain Bonaparte, whom he had 
met at Toulon, and whose coup d'oeil in espying the right hill which made 
Admiral Hood’s fleet vulnerable had driven the British Navy from that port. In 
making Bonaparte his second in command, Barras chose well. Bonaparte 
decided that if he fired blanks at the mass of Royalists and others investing the 
Tuileries on 6 October, the noise would frighten them, but they would ‘pluck up 
their spirits’ and “become twice as insolent’. He ordered his troops to fire cannon 
balls into the crowd. At Le Plessis, hearing ominous gunfire, Babeuf and a few 
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other prisoners rushed a petition to Barras, asking to be armed and offering to 
save the Convention. It was, however, Bonaparte with his ‘whiff of grapeshot’ 
who became its saviour at the start of his rise to fame. After Toulon, he had been 
promoted from captain to general at the age of 24. Now he was to command the 
Army of the Interior. 

On or about 10 October, within days of dispersing the attack on the Conven- 
tion, he used his influence to arrange for Buonarroti’s release from Le Plessis. 
At the same time Barras, feeling he might need the support of Jacobins and 
ex-terrorists for the unpopular new Constitution, was considering a political 
amnesty. On 18 October, a week before it was to be declared, he ordered Babeuf 
and a number of other prisoners to be set free. Three weeks later, the Directory 
of Five — Barras, Carnot, Reubell, Barthélemy and La Révelliére-Lepaux — 
became the executive government of France under the new Constitution. 

Events now began to move rapidly towards a climax. ‘To wage active war 
upon Royalists, stimulate patriotism, crush all factions, extinguish partisan feel- 
ings and all desires for vengeance,’ was the Directory’s announced programme. 
Four of the 5 Directors were regicides. Some were more competent than others 
— Carnot was an engineer with modern ideas on armaments. All were practical 
men who, by their wits and inflexibility of principle, had survived all the 
upheavals of the Revolution. In a sense they were its receivers and beneficiaries, 
having accumulated power as well as personal riches through it. 

All the same, while the Directory’s official aim was to pacify France and 
restore national concord, it felt threatened on all sides. It wanted only to keep 
the boat from being rocked, but it continued to fear Royalist plots as much as 
attacks from the poor, the discontented and various anarchists of the Left. 
Following the general amnesty of 26 October, Paris had filled up with sans- 
culotte militants, Jacobins, former enragés and ex-terrorists. The new Consti- 
tution had done away with the universal suffrage granted by that of 1793, 
restricting the vote to wealthy taxpayers and to soldiers who had fought for 
the republic. 

Immediately upon arriving in Paris and seeing his family, Babeuf walked 
through the working-class quarters of Saint-Marceau and Saint-Antoine, 
where he found the populace hungry but apathetic. The economy was experi- 
encing stupendous inflation. The Directory’s paper money — nearly 40 billion 
francs of assignats in circulation — was becoming practically worthless. While 
the extravagantly dressed incroyables and bankers, profiteers and other new 
‘men of talent’, who had become rich by purchasing public land and buildings 
in deferred and depreciated payments, were on a spree, bands of deserters, 
vagrants, marauders and thugs roamed the streets of Paris. Playing up the Roy- 
alist danger, the Directory was keen to enlist the support of the released 
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Jacobins and ex-terrorists in order to help it maintain order. Some allowed 
themselves to be persuaded and entered government service. 

Babeuf, Buonarroti, Germain and a hard core of several dozen ‘Irreconcil- 
ables’, who had discussed and made plans of their own in the prisons of Arras 
and Le Plessis, refused to cooperate. As early as the first week of November, 
Babeuf had taken the initiative and decided to start direct agitation. The Dir- 
ectory having learned that he was about to resume publication of the Tribun du 
Peuple, allegedly offered him — through Fouché, who came personally to see 
him — a bribe to toe the line. Babeuf refused, and that same month, in Nos. 34 
and 35 of his paper, began openly to call for civil war, declaring that this was 
preferable to letting people die of hunger. Attacking the tyranny of the Direc- 
tory in a phrase prefiguring Bakunin’s later anarchist credo, he wrote: ‘Let 
there be chaos, for out of chaos a new and regenerated world will arise.’ The 
fundamentals of his egalitarian, Communist-type society — nationalizing prod- 
uction and obliging everyone to work and to deliver ‘the fruit of his labours to 
the magasin commun’, from which his spartan share of essential goods would be 
returned ‘to his domicile’ — was now clear in his mind and he promised to lead 
a social revolution that would free everyone from want. He was thinking in the 
grand manner of a man about to ‘regenerate’ society. He would ‘abolish fron- 
tiers, fences, hatred, wars, door locks, disputes, lawsuits, theft, assassination, 
all the crimes, the tribunals, the prisons, the gallows, punishments, and the 
despair caused by all these calamities.’ France had got rid of the ancien régime; 
now the remaining evils of property, of landlords and merchants who robbed 
the consumers, and the government which taxed the poor, had to be done away 
with. 

Babeuf’s impassioned tone appealed not only to the hungry, but also to sala- 
ried employees and even government officials whose pay bought less and less. 
Nor was there enough bread and meat to supply the population. Babeuf ’s own 
children were starving and his bitter personal experiences were reflected in his 
formulation that his society would put an end to ‘anxiety, the perpetual, general 
but individually felt anxiety gnawing each of us like a worm, anxiety about our 
fate tomorrow, next month, next year, about our old age, about our children and 
their children.’ 

At the beginning of December the Directory ordered his arrest, but he 
managed to escape and for the next 4 months, from various hideouts, went on 
publishing the Tribun. Through Germain he kept in touch with the Jacobins, 
Hébertists, and ex-terrorists of the recently formed Panthéon Society, a group 
tolerated by the Directory, whose headquarters was a convent’s former refec- 
tory near the Panthéon. As the refectory had been turned into a dance hall, 
parties of revellers sometimes forced the Republican diehards to move their 
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plottings against the Directory to a torchlit subterranean vault where (as Buo- 
narroti put it) the shadows and hollow echoes of their voices impressed on them 
‘the perils of their enterprise and the courage and prudence it required.’ For the 
sake of prudence, the Panthéon Society outwardly played along with the Direc- 
tory and at one point, in January 1796, declared its support of the new Consti- 
tution. 

Babeuf himself continued as the chief spokesman of radicalism, and his 
anti-government articles were being read and discussed at the Café Chrétien, 
the Bains Chinois, and some to other Paris cafés frequented, as the police 
noted, by soldiers and workers. In March 1796 he began to join Buonarroti, 
Darthé, Germain and others at secret meetings in private apartments which the 
ex-prisoners of Arras and Le Pléssis had started without him, their object being 
the formation of an Insurrectional Committee to plan the overthrow of the 
Directory. Among those taking part in the discussions were Robert Lindet, the 
former Minister of Supplies and member of Robespierre’s Committee of 
Public Safety; Jean-Baptiste Amar and M.G. Vadier, of the Comité de Sûreté 
Générale which had conducted the Terror; Antonelle, a former marquis who 
had sat on the jury that condemned the Girondins; Félix Le Peletier, another 
high-born and wealthy nobleman. Elsewhere, J.B. Drouet, a member of the 
Council of the Five Hundred, and a couple of ex-generals were being drawn 
into the conspiracy, including Fyon, Massey and Général Rossignol, the con- 
queror of the Bastille. 

The leaders of the plot were divided between those who were satisfied with a 
return to the Jacobinism of 1793 and those who wanted an all-out revolution 
that, succeeding where Robespierre had failed, would draw the social and eco- 
nomic lessons of that failure and build a full-fledged Communist society, as 
proposed by Babeuf and Buonarroti. Even such well-situated men as Lindet, 
Le Peletier, Antonelle and Amar eventually agreed that half-measures against 
private property were not enough and that ‘common property’ was the funda- 
mental solution; though some had reservations as to whether it could be 
achieved without excessive and endless bloodshed. For military support, the 
conspirators fomented agitation in the 7,000-strong Légion de Police, a force 
originally formed by the Directory for its own protection but now disaffected by 
rumours of being sent to the front. 

When the Directory failed to track Babeuf down, they had his wife arrested. 
This provoked a protest from the Panthéon Society. The Directory had allowed 
the singing of the revolutionary Ca ira and the Marseillaise, and had tolerated 
the Panthéon Society — mainly in order to infiltrate it with its agents — but by 
the end of February they felt that things had gone too far. On the 27th, General 
Bonaparte was ordered by the Director Carnot to close the Society. Swooping 
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down on it with some of his cavalry units, Bonaparte, himself an ex-Jacobin, 
was not too happy to find Buonarroti presiding over a meeting at which Darthé 
was reading a text by Babeuf. 

But Babeuf’s paper continued to appear clandestinely, and there was a new 
ferocity to its tone. Although he had earlier denounced the September massacre 
of 1792, No. 40 of the Tribun caused a sensation when he called the Directory a 
government of ‘bloodsuckers, tyrants, hangmen and mountebanks’, and sug- 
gested that a new ‘September’ was needed to get rid of them. He regretted that 
Robespierre had not wiped out ‘the totality of starvation-mongers.., One 
cannot govern democratically’ without ‘terrorizing [terrifier] those evilly dis- 
posed, the Royalists, Papists and starvers of the public.’ Privately he wrote that 
Robespierre’s policy was ‘devilishly well conceived’ and that even if the rivals 
whom he had executed had been innocent, the happiness of 25 million men by 
far outweighed the fate ‘of a few shady individuals’. 

On 4 April 1796 the Directory received an alarming report that 500,000 
‘indigent’ people in Paris were in need of relief — an extraordinary figure, con- 
sidering that the city’s population 4 years later was no more than 550,000. 
Whatever the Directory’s achievements in solving some of the enormous prob- 
lems it had inherited after years of anarchy and war, its inability to provide the 
mere means of subsistence to the populace — coupled with the panic created by 
plans to divide the reciptents of relief into classes — conjured up the spectre of a 
return to mob-rule and created a propitious field for Babeuf’s seditious incite- 
ment. On the 11th, the walls of Paris were plastered with placards headed 
Analyse de la doctrine de Babeuf. They were torn down, put up again, and a 
‘poster war’ began with the police. On the 24th, Babeuf was no longer able to 
print the Tribun, but he had started producing a new sheet, L’Eclaireur du 
peuple, ou Le Défenseur de 25 million d’opprimés, which was distributed in the 
streets. Crowds gathered and in some places the army was unable to control 
them. In the cafés they were singing Maréchal’s song, ‘Dying of hunger, dying 
of cold...’ to general applause. On the 28th there was a mutiny in the Légion de 
Police, and three battalions had to be disbanded. 

Babeuf, Buonarroti and their fellow-conspirators had decided that the Com- 
munist republic they envisioned would have to be imposed by military force and 
a coup d'état. According to Buonarroti, they counted on altogether 17,000 sup- 
porters, including 6,000 members of the disintegrating Légion de Police, 3,000 
soldiers from other units and 2,000 purged Jacobin officials and ex-officers. To 
the sound of the tocsin and trumpets to rouse the people, the military part of 
the insurrection was to be carried out by three ‘divisions’. Significantly, each 
‘division’, commanded by a general, was to be accompanied by a political com- 
missar. The five Directors, all the ministers, the Commander of the Army of 
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the Interior (Bonaparte) and his headquarters staff were to be seized and exe- 
cuted. So were all the members of the Council of Five Hundred and the 
Council of Ancients. Besides the Luxembourg Palace, the Ministries and the 
army headquarters, other targets to be occupied were the military camps at 
Grenelle and Vincennes, the Feuillants arsenal with its weapons, the artillery 
camp at Meudon and the optical telegraph terminals at the Louvre and on the 
heights of Montmartre. 

The takeover of power was to be turned into a ‘Day of the People’. Once the 
objectives had been captured, the mutineers were to display to the people ‘the 
heads of their enemies’ and to incite them to revolt. It was to be a day of wrath; 
the populace would be Jet loose and encouraged to vent their fury on the 
oppressors. The happiness to be brought to ‘the majority of the people’, 
Babeuf was later to tell his judges, justified the necessary evil of terrorism after 
centuries of oppression. Darthé, one of his chief associates, felt that implicat- 
ing the people in the bloodletting was the best way of binding it to the revolu- 
tion. Food hoarders, recalcitrant bakers as well as foreigners found in the street 
were to be strung up from the nearest ‘lanterne’, as in the stormy days of the 
Bastille. Commissars were to be dispatched to the provinces to stir up the 
people and spread the revolution, and, where necessary, organize terror à la 
Robespierre. 

The seizure of power was to be followed by the establishment of a provi- 
sional ‘dictature de l'insurrection’. All the institutions established since the over- 
throw of Robespierre were to be declared illegal and the Constitution of 1793 — 
which granted universal suffrage, but had remained on paper — was to be 
enacted. The object was ‘the re-establishment of popular sovereignty’, but, as 
Buonarroti was to put it, one could not, at the start of a revolution, busy one’s 
self with ‘collecting the votes of a nation’. Tyranny had to be brought down 
first. 

To make sure of success and lend a semblance of democratic legality to the 
transitional dictatorship, the people of Paris, makers of the original Revolution, 
were to elect a new national Convention. This was to be filled with a majority of 
the ‘Equals’. Even a provisional dictatorship, however, needs to have all legisla- 
tive and executive powers concentrated in its hands in order to assume 
command and exact its writ swiftly and effectively in order to avert being over- 
thrown. Vadier and other Jacobin deputies expelled from the previous Conven- 
tion protested that they were its only legal heirs and that a Convention formed 
by a snap election in Paris alone was an infringement of the principle of ‘the 
people’s sovereignty’. They were overruled. 

This was to be ‘the last revolution’, a vast design rarely conceived in the his- 
tory of the world, discussed in trembling whispers by a few philosophers and 
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‘men of genius’, a social transformation never before put into motion, to which 
1789 had been the mere forerunner. So wrote Sylvain Maréchal in the text of 
the Manifesto of the Equals which was to be released at the start of the insur- 
rection. A combination of ‘wisdom and authority’, in Buonarroti’s words, was 
required, and after much discussion it was decided to propose that the new 
‘popular’ Convention divest itself of its legislative functions and leave them, 
together with all executive power, in the hands of the Insurrectional Committee 
itself. 

Georges Grisel, an ex-captain who had become one of the secret Insurrec- 
tional Committee’s military experts, had to rewrite Babeuf’s ideological leaflets 
when it was found that the peasant conscripts in the Légion de Police, besides 
being largely illiterate, cared little about politics. All they wanted, Grisel 
reported, was to go home, and they would gladly ‘give the republic away for a 
piece of village gateau.” The only way to attract them, he said, was to offer them 
‘wine and the hope of pillage.’ With all its plans ready, the Insurrectional Com- 
mittee was bothered by one question. How many militants from among the 
civilian population and the rabble in the slums would actually respond to the 
summons? The Committee’s agents had quietly instructed sans-culottes and 
other disaffected elements in the various arrondissements to collect pikes and 
firearms and hold themselves in readiness. But there were conflicting reports on 
the number and reliability of these adherents, and the quantity of weapons 
actually available. 

On 9 May 1796, the Insurrectional Committee fixed a meeting for the roth 
in an apartment in the rue Papillon to finalize the date of the uprising. This 
might now be Jaunched any day, possibly on the 11th. The Committee hoped in 
any case to capture enough arms in the military camps; faute de mieux, the civil- 
ians might resort to bricks and cauldrons of boiling water against the govern- 
ment troops. 

Since the beginning of May, however, the government had detailed informa- 
tion — through the same Grisel, who had turned informer — of the plot in the 
offing. Grisel gave the details to Carnot, Barras’s rival in the Directory, on 4 
May. Ahead of him, Barras, in a typical move of his own, had in April made an 
overture to the ‘Equals’ and sent his carriage to fetch Germain to the Luxem- 
bourg Palace. There, in his office, he had asked for their support against the 
Royalists and Carnot’s leanings towards the bourgeois centre. Professing his 
sympathy and good faith, he had even offered ‘to put himself, with his staff, at 
the head of the insurrection or, failing that, to place himself as a hostage in the 
Faubourg Saint-Antoine.”!9 

When Carnot received Grisel’s report, he summoned him to the Luxem- 
bourg Palace to repeat the details to the other Directors, except Barras. As 
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Grisel did not know the date of the insurrection the Directory were in a quan- 
dary about acting immediately or letting the conspiracy ripen; but finally they 
decided to order the arrest of the plotters. Barras also signed the order, but sent 
his silver into the country and took the precaution of not sleeping at home. 

On the morning of 10 May, the day the Insurrectional Committee was to 
hold its last meeting, the headquarters of the conspiracy was raided by the 
police. Sixty-five of the conspirators were arrested, including Lindet, Amar, 
Vadier, Drouet and Darthé. Babeuf and Buonarroti were discovered in 
another apartment in the process of putting the final touches to the victory 
Manifesto of the Equals. Grisel was paid altogether 50,000 francs for his 
service to the Directory. 

In the midst of tension and unrest in Paris, preparations were afoot for the 
trial of Babeuf, Buonarroti, Darthé — 47 conspirators altogether — before a spe- 
cially constituted High Court. ‘Gracchus’ Babeuf was transported in a cage to 
Vendome at the end of August. The families of some of the prisoners — includ- 
ing Babeuf’s pregnant wife, his 10-year-old son, and Buonarroti’s mistress, 
Thérése — made the 150-kilometre journey on foot in the wake of the heavily 
guarded wagons. At Vendôme, 1,000 infantry, 100 cavalry and two cannon were 
on hand to guard the monastery converted into a prison and courtroom. The 
legal formalities, presided over by 5 judges of the Cour de Cassation, and the 
selection of 16 jurors out of a panel of 87, took months. The trial finally opened 
on 23 February 1797. Most of the accused chose to deny ‘conspiracy’ and to 
keep silent. Only Babeuf, Buonarroti, Antonelle and Germain made statements 
of principle. 

Babeuf made the most spirited defence, pointing out that the Manifesto of 
the Equals had never been published; that the ‘national community of goods’ 
they had planned to institute upon seizing power was in the best tradition of 
Mably and Diderot, who had long preached that property and the inequality of 
wealth were the root of all evil; and that one of the charges against him actually 
concerned a passage written by Rousseau almost half a century earlier. Accus- 
ing the Directory of having turned the republic into a worse tyranny than the 
monarchy, he told the court that one of his children had died of starvation 
while he was in jail and concluded: ‘I am leaving you slaves, and this thought 
alone will torture my soul in its final moments.’ Then, sentenced to death after 
a trial lasting three months, he stabbed himself before being guillotined on 27 
May 1797. Darthé was beheaded together with him. 

Buonarroti, Germain and three others were sentenced to deportation. The 
rest of the defendants were acquitted. Buonarroti, by far the most important 
figure among the conspirators, was imprisoned for the next 4 years on the 
island of Oléron, and held for another 6 under surveillance at Sospel. Expelled 
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to Switzerland in 1806, he went underground, lived for a time in Geneva, reap- 
peared for a while in France, and then spent 15 years in Belgium (1815-30). 
Although kept under police surveillance everywhere, he remained in touch with 
the heads of the ‘universal democratic’ but highly secretive Carbonari move- 
ment, and during the 1820s conducted a vast network of conspiratorial activi- 
ties in Italy, France and Spain. 

Returning to Paris in 1830, after the July Revolution, this living bearer of 
Robespierre’s legacy and the embodiment of selfless idealism, with an aura of 
Romantic mystery and of clandestine activities on behalf of ‘liberty and equal- 
ity’ — became a hallowed figure to a new generation of revolutionaries in several 
countries. In France, his two main disciples were the Socialists Louis Blanc and 
Auguste Blanqui, who became the chief protagonist of proletarian insurrec- 
tion. 

Of the other people involved in the 1796 ‘Conspiracy of the Equals’, the 
most prominent was Jean Baptiste Drouet. He was the energetic postmaster and 
excavalryman who, galloping after an imposing carriage with an eight-in-hand 
team, had stopped and arrested Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette at Varennes, 
and brought them back in triumph to Paris. He had become a member of the 
Council of Five Hundred, and it was because of his status as a legislator that 
the whole trial had to take place before a special High Court. Drouet, however, 
had made his escape with the Directory’s connivance before the trial opened. 
Though Babeuf was not the sole or even the principal leader of the conspiracy, 
his making the most of his vocation as a propagandist during the trial played 
into the hands of the Directory, which was only too glad to present the whole 
plot as a ‘plebeian’ affair and at the same time to indicate that the period of mob 
upheavals — in fact, of popular revolution — was over, because the Directory was 
a government of law and order. 

Through his sincerity and martyrdom, however, Babeuf — with the help of 
Buonarroti’s book — entered history. Communism as an idea had existed long 
before him. The conspiracy that took its name from him was the first attempt to 
convert a country by force into a classless, egalitarian society, and to consolidate 
its ideological conquest by means of a dictatorship. 

After Babeuf, Communism remained a highly amorphous and vague concept 
for decades. But everything pertaining to the ‘conspiracy’ was intensely studied 
by the succeeding makers of Socialist, Anarchist and Communist risings in Eu- 
rope — not only Blanqui and others in France in the 1830s, but also Marx and 
Engels, who mentioned Babeuf’s writings in The Communist Manifesto, by the 
‘Democratic’ revolutionaries of 1848, the Communards of 1870-71 and down 
to Jaurès, Lenin and Trotsky. For these roth- and 2oth-century revolutionaries 
were to be preoccupied by many of the questions over which the members of 
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the Insurrectional Committee, especially Babeuf and Buonarroti, had searched 
their hearts and brains — questions such as to what extent the end justified the 
means; what was to happen on the morrow of the takeover of Paris as a central 
power base; how to legalize violence and bloodshed and square the contradic- 
tion between an élitist ‘vanguard’ imposing its will on the nation without con- 
sulting it, and all in the name of democracy, ‘the general will’ and ‘the people’s 
sovereignty’? 
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From the Imperial Purveyor of Coin and Capital 
to Heine and Karl Marx 


In February 1796, Heinrich Heine’s future mother, Betty van Geldern, at that 
time an unmarried virgin, wrote from her native Diisseldorf to her friend 
Helen Israel Jacob in neighbouring Wesel: ‘Hopes of peace have disappeared 
here entirely.’ 

In November 1794, Diisseldorf, rising prettily on the east bank of the Rhine, 
with its palatial Schloss set in beautiful gardens, a theatre in the market-place 
and an art academy, had been shelled from across the river and set on fire by 
French revolutionary troops under Count Bernadotte. By September of the 
next year its fortified walls had been stormed by a French column, which 
crossed the Rhine and marched into the town under General Kleber. In 
October, 5 months before Betty was writing, her father, the distinguished 
physician Gottschalk van Geldern, had died. Her mother had died much 
earlier, and during the winter Betty had sought comfort with Helen’s family in 
Wesel. Still grieving upon her return to Diisseldorf, she was appalled by the 
renewed sight of her ravaged home-town and in her letter to her friend gave 
vent to mournful feelings: 


My favourite spot, lying at the end of the Palace garden, is practi- 
cally in ruins. All the lovely trees which gave such welcome shade 
even in the fiercest midday heat have been felled. In future there will 
be no cool spot anywhere in the neighbourhood, except the grave. Do 
not reproach me for deliberately picking on such dismal matters. 
Whatever I should choose to write about would fill heart and mind 
with inexhaustible grief . . . I fear the flames of war will not be extin- 
guished save in tears and blood! 


Although Max Brod was to refer to the passage above as ‘patriotic lamentation’ 
and to cite it as ‘an example of the characteristic style of Heine’s mother’, the 
fact is that her presentiment was correct: Europe was to have no peace, and to 
experience seemingly endless war, blood and tears, for the next 21 years. 

Betty van Geldern was 25 in 1796. Born into one of Diisseldorf’s oldest fam- 
ilies, and a remarkable young lady in her own right, she had an intellectual bent 
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and had been educated in the spirit of Rousseau. She played the flute, read the 
literature of the Enlightenment — including German and French poetry, as well 
as some in English — and had often helped her father by reading for him ‘Latin 
dissertations and other learned writings’. It was only natural that she had taken 
a keen interest in the medical studies of her elder brother, Joseph van Geldern, 
who, though only 31, had recently been appointed personal physician to the 
Prince-Elector of Bavaria. The product of a rationalist age, yet capable of 
strong emotions, she was petite and had a deceptively fragile-looking figure 
which hid unexpected resources of energy, as she was presently to prove. She 
also had an independent mind. At a time when much stress was laid on artificial 
etiquette and the conventions of social behaviour, when men and women culti- 
vated ‘sensibility’, Betty van Geldern, not long after the death of her father, 
wrote: ‘Only the weak depend for support on the shaky reed of etiquette. 
Although my plain face goes with an ordinary figure and an ordinary mind, I 
feel I have the strength to rise above fanciful conceptions, prejudices, conven- 
tion and etiquette.’ She could forgive ‘a little reverie and Schwarmerei’, but 
detested the: ‘so-called fashionable sensibility’ in which there was little real 
heart. 

Before the end of April 1796, within 5 months of her father’s death, Betty 
van Geldern suffered another personal blow. Her brother Joseph, the doctor, 
succumbed to a wartime epidemic. Under the impact of her double bereave- 
ment, Betty was writing in June 1796 to her friend in Wesel: ‘When my father 
died I was inconsolable. When my brother followed him I thanked God that my 
father had not lived to see his death. It is, of course, the depth of despair that 
turns one’s past misfortune into one’s present consolation.’ 

Some time at the height of that grievous summer, a good-looking young man 
with the air of a gentleman and a passion for horses turned up in Diisseldorf. 
Blond and blue-eyed, Samson Heine wore his long, soft hair in a queue sup- 
ported by a small, hidden hair-pad and held together at the back by a tortoise- 
shell clasp. Born in Bückeburg in north Germany, he was in his early thirties 
and had spent most of his adult life in the Hanover dragoons. After going 
through the Flanders campaign on the staff of Duke Ernest of Cumberland, 
son of King George II of Hanover and England, he had been discharged in 
1795, when that two-year-long campaign against the French revolutionary 
armies came to an inglorious end. 

‘My late father’, Heinrich Heine was to write of him many years later, 
‘arrived in Diisseldorf as a complete stranger.’ He depicted Samson Heine as an 
easygoing, artless man who ‘thought less with his head than with his heart’ and 
impressed everyone by his uncomplicated manner — ‘With his mental antennae 
he felt at once that which clever people only realized after long reflection’ ~ and 
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by his natural charm and gallantry. The father emerges as a rather shallow- 
minded, vain but likeable man whose powdered hair and ‘elegant’ hands exuded 
a scent of almonds and who was as happy as a child whenever he was called out 
to parade through town with Diisseldorf’s uniformed Civil Guard. He had an 
eye for the ladies, and a weakness for wine, gambling and other sporting pas- 
times which he had apparently picked up in the Duke of Cumberland’s 
entourage. As an officier de bouche in charge of supplying victuals to the troops 
and catering to the officers’ mess, he had been — or so the son was to write — a 
favourite of the Duke, who much later became King Ernest Augustus of 
Hanover. 

Samson Heine had arrived in Diisseldorf with a coach and 12 fine horses, a 
groom and a number of hunting dogs. Since, for all his good looks and impeccable 
character, he had neither a profession nor a penny to his name and could hardly 
afford the upkeep of so large an equine establishment — indeed, because of the 
expense of the fodder, the horses soon had to be given up — it is believed by some 
that Heine may have embellished things to emphasize his father’s lightheaded 
extravagance. 

But whether he did or not, he wrote that when, as a boy, he once asked his 
father about his grandfather, Samson Heine brushed him off half-angrily and 
half in jest with the cryptic answer: ‘Your grandfather was a little Jew with a 
long beard.’ In an otherwise loving portrayal in his Memoirs he described his 
father as a plump, ‘monosyllabic’ man whose handsome face had ‘something too 
soft, characterless, almost feminine’ about it and ‘lacked well-cut distinctive- 
ness, blurring into haziness.’ This ‘blur’ of a portrait contrasts so strongly with 
the sharp delineation of his mother’s character and personality (and the amount 
of space given to her and her family in his writings) that Heine himself, aware of 
the disparity, and elaborating on the theme of his father’s being a ‘stranger’ and 
uncommunicative, recognized the disparity and claimed that he never knew 
much about his antecedents. 

This is rather curious, for Heine’s paternal grandfather had not been exactly 
an obscure ‘little Jew’. The Heines of Biickeburg, established in that town since 
the end of the 17th century, were court bankers and suppliers to the Counts of 
Schaumburg-Lippe-Biickeburg. The grandfather in question had married a 
wealthy Hamburg banker’s daughter, Eva Popert, of whose extraordinary 
beauty, gleaned in a painting of her he saw as an adolescent, Heine himself was 
to give a rapturous description. Heine saw the painting at the splendid house of 
his father’s more famous brother, Salomon Heine, and was to remark that ‘the 
little Jew’ must have had something to him to have carried off the celebrated 
beauty and ‘only daughter of a Hamburg banker famed far and wide for his 
wealth.” 
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Not only that, but in his famous Deutschland, ein Wintermirchen (‘Germany, 
A Winter’s Tale’), Heine was to include the verse 


Half the Duchy of Biickeburg 

Sticks to my boots . . . At Bückeburg J stopped in town 
To gaze at the ancestral castle 

Where my grandfather was born, 


though he supposedly had no idea who his grandfather was. 

But such dissimulation or the hazy portrait of his father are only minor 
enigmas compared to the mystery surrounding the circumstances of his par- 
ents’ marriage and the date of his birth. For no sooner had Betty van Geldern, 
some time in the summer of 1796, decided to marry Samson Heine, than she 
came up against some unexpected opposition. By November she was angrily 
complaining to her friend: ‘Would you really believe I could make so many 
enemies through my engagement?’ Well into the mid-zoth century it was 
assumed that the opposition came from members of her own family; that it had 
to do with their fear that Samson Heine, the impecunious ex-dragoon, was 
‘paying court to her only in order to gain admission into the family and with 
their support to set himself up in the town.’ Indeed, the Van Gelderns were an 
old-established family whose history and fortunes since the Thirty Years War 
had been intimately connected with those of Düsseldorf itself. Betty’s relatives, 
especially two spinster aunts, often evoked ‘the great palaces, Persian wall- 
carpets and massive gold and silver plate’ they had possessed in times past. 

Although those fabulous riches had by now evaporated, the Van Gelderns 
were a prominent family and it was thought that Betty’s relatives prevailed 
upon the municipal authorities to refuse residence to the swashbuckler Samson 
Heine, and that, to save Betty from the hands of this handsome charmer, they 
further persuaded the rabbi of Diisseldorf not to marry the couple. 

Betty and Samson were eventually married, but it is not known when and 
how they overcame the obstacles to the match — whether the resourceful Betty 
forced the issue by defying convention and one day showing herself in the 
street ‘in an advanced state of pregnancy’, or resorted to other means to have 
her way. On 13 December 1797 (or so it is usually declared), Betty gave birth to 
a son, though that date is not absolutely sure. No one, of course, would have 
cared, had not the life and writings of the son provoked more controversy and 
outright feuds than those of any author and artist of world rank, with the possi- 
ble exception of Karl Marx and Richard Wagner. 

Heine himself was an incorrigible jester. Having put in the mouth of one of 
his characters the phrase, ‘He is one of the first men of our century’, he so 
enjoyed the double meaning that in order to call himself ‘the first man of the 
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century’ he told a French writer and journalist that he was born in the year 
1800. 

Though every facet of Heine’s work and personality, every incident of his 
life, has by now been explored and he is the subject of a considerable and conti- 
nually growing literature," he remains a contradictory and enigmatic character. 
As a person he was elusive, as a writer allusive, often covering up his meanings, 
sometimes in order to elude the Prussian censorship which reacted to his prov- 
ocative sallies by treating him practically as the public enemy of Germany’s 
political-social institutions. Solitary and distrustful by nature, always on the 
watch against attacks from both the Right and the Left, Heine was, in short, a 
great mystifier by temperament as well as necessity. 

Besides stating that he was born in 1800, on various and successive occasions 
Heine gave the year of his birth as 1799, 1779 (which may have been a slip of 
the pen for 1797), 1798, then again 1799. Once he wrote that his birthdate was 
13 December 1799; another time, 31 December 1799; then he reverted to 13 
December 1799. 

To compound matters, his younger brother Maximilian, who became a Rus- 
sian army doctor and settled in St Petersburg, wrote that their parents’ wedding 
had taken place on 6 January 1798. The consensus being that Heine was born in 
December 1797, Maximilian may have realized the implications of the wedding 
date and fabricated Heine’s 1799 birthdate, which has given rise to the so-called 
illegitimacy theory. Even more curious is the fact that Heine’s father at one 
point indicated that Heine had been born in 1802. 

In July 1853, three years before his death, Heine instructed his younger sister 
Charlotte by letter how to fill out a questionnaire which had apparently reached 
her from the editor of a biographical encyclopaedia. In this letter he remarked 
that ‘all our family papers were destroyed in the fire in Altona and Hamburg’, 
which was true. 


I observe to you that, according to my certificate of baptism, I was 
born on 13 December 1799. The date of my birth in the Diisseldorf 
archives cannot be correct; for reasons that I do not wish to mention, 
the above date is the only authentic one, in any case more authentic 
than the recollections of my mother, whose ageing memory cannot 
replace lost papers. In this connection I observe to you, dear Lott- 
chen, that you are perhaps much younger than mother thinks, since 
you came into the world many years after I did. 


Obviously referring to some secret which, whether his sister was a party to it or 
not, he did not wish to put on paper, he was directing her in a roundabout way 
to maintain his fictitious birth date and mislead posterity. As if that were not 
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enough, Heine had recently cautioned Saint-René Taillandier, a French writer 
about to devote an article to him in the Revue des Deux Mondes — and preparing 
another for the Biographie Universelle about ‘the most original German poet 
since Goethe’ — that the biographical notices so far published about him, some 
of which had been inspired by himself, were full of inexactitudes, and delivered 
himself of the following odd piece of information: ‘Between you and me these 
inexactitudes seem [sic!] to stem from deliberate errors which were committed 
in my favour at the time of the Prussian wars in order to spare me service to His 
Majesty the King of Prussia.’ 

As Jeffrey Sammons has pointed out, Heine ‘was never old enough to be 
drafted into Prussian service during the Napoleonic Wars,’ and by the time he 
became eligible for military service he lived in the independent city-state of 
Hamburg, not in Prussia, and Napoleon was long gone. 

The illegitimacy theory has been circulating since the end of the 19th cen- 
tury. In 1958 Philipp F Veit, a Milwaukee scholar, finally demonstrated that 
the obstacles that held up Betty van Geldern and Samson Heine’s marriage 
derived from ‘the restrictive laws against Jewish marriages in force throughout 
the German principalities’. Referring to the so-called Familiantenrecht, a body 
of legislation designed to keep down the number of Jewish families, he cited 
among its ‘obnoxious features’ the fact that prospective Jewish couples were 
issued a marriage licence ‘only when “vacancies” existed for the establishment 
of yet another Jewish family’. Indeed, ever since 1727, when the Habsburg 
Emperor Charles VI promulgated a law known as the Familiantengesetz, only a 
fixed quota of Jewish men — who were given numbers and whose names were 
entered in a special register, the so-called Familantenbuch — were permitted 
to marry and establish a family in each Austrian province. Upon the death of 
the Familiant, his number was inherited by his eldest son when he reached the 
age of 24, or by a younger son — but not a daughter — if the elder brother had 
died. 

Between 1750 and 1812 Prussia allowed even its small class of ‘protected 
Jews’ to marry off only a single son or daughter, and the Familianten law was not 
to be abolished until the middle of the next century; thus the numerus clausus on 
Jewish marriages was, at the relevant 1796-97 juncture, in force in all the Ger- 
man and Austrian lands from Silesia in the east to the Rhine in the west. The 
Duchy of Jiilich-Berg was no exception. As far as Diisseldorf’s tiny Jewish com- 
munity of 150 to 300 souls was concerned, this meant that each couple’s mar- 
riage licence postponed another couple’s marriage ‘vacancy’. Samson Heine, 
moreover, came from Hanover and was a ‘foreigner’. Though there was no 
ghetto in Diisseldorf, Jews still required a ducal ‘protection letter’ before they 
were allowed to settle there. In other words, Samson Heine needed a residence 
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permit in addition to a marriage licence. In the Duchy of Jiilich-Berg, both these 
documents, before being approved by the authorities, required the formal 
endorsement of the Jewish community elders. 

The French forces occupying Diisseldorf since 1795 had not abolished these 
regulations, as the Duchy had not been annexed to France. It was in fact to be 
returned a few years later (though only temporarily, as it turned out) to the 
Bavarian Prince-Elector. 

It was the elders of the Jewish community, rather than the Van Geldern fam- 
ily or the rabbi, who obstructed Betty’s marriage. Samson Heine had no means 
to set up a family. The elders, besides feeling that a residence permit to the 
‘foreign’ Samson jeopardized the wedding chances of a local man, were in no 
hurry to grant him one for fear that he and Betty might become a financial bur- 
den on the tiny community. For by 1796 all that remained of the once consider- 
able Van Geldern fortune was little more than those legends and stories of a 
fabulous past which Heine heard over and over again as a child and which struck 
him, as he was to recall in his Memoirs, like tales from The Thousand and One 
Nights. 

Other than her two maiden aunts, Betty’s only close relative in Düsseldorf 
was another brother, Simon, an eccentric 28-old bibliophile, who lived like a 
recluse with his books and an angora cat, and though amiable was hardly a great 
provider. Thus the elders’ doubts about Betty’s financial prospects if she 
married the penniless Samson Heine were not entirely unfounded. But it was 
Betty’s own strong-headedness that ultimately aroused the enmity of the com- 
munity leaders. 

As Philipp Veit convincingly pointed out, it was the dating of the residence 
permit that became the crux of the conflict between her and them. For the eld- 
ers eventually agreed to recommend the issuance of a residence permit to Sam- 
son Heine valid from the date of his wedding. The far-sighted Betty, however, 
insisted on an immediate and unconditional permit, meaning in effect — as she 
explained on 8 November 1796 in a letter to her friend Helen — that in case she 
died before the wedding took place, Samson’s residence should remain irrevo- 
cable. When the community elders refused this, Betty remained adamant. 

‘I have triumphed over my enemies!’ she proudly announced in the same 
letter. According to Walter Wadepuhl, writing in 1974, she achieved her will by 
appealing over the heads of the community to the French authorities. Ludwig 
Rosenthal argues that she took her case not to the French but to the local ducal 
officials. In a nation still impressed by titles, the latter may indeed have been more 
susceptible than the French to the family’s standing in town, seeing that Betty’s 
recently deceased brother had had the impressive old German Empire title of 
Aulic Councillor conferred on him by the Bavarian Prince-Elector Karl Theodor. 
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Finally, in another essay published in 1962, Philipp Veit established, on the 
basis of certain documents, that Heine’s parents were married on 1 February 
1797. Though questioning the son’s birth date of 13 December 1797, officially 
registered in the Dusseldorf Archives and commonly accepted, and moving it 
forward to 8 February 1798, Veit was still able to demolish the illegitimacy 
theory.” Nonetheless, Walter Wadepuhl, another and quite redoubtable Heine 
specialist, was still firmly upholding that theory in 1974. By 1979, however, 
Jeffrey L. Sammons, in his Heinrich Heine, A Modern Biography, was again dis- 
missing it. Accepting the marriage date given by Veit, he declared Heine legiti- 
mate by any reckoning. 


What does it matter when and under what circumstances Heine was born? The 
main thing, after all, is that he was born. Yet we know how much Alexander 
Herzen, the wealthy Russian revolutionary, was affected by the discovery of his 
illegitimate birth. Emile de Girardin, the French deputy and press baron, went 
to court some 5o years after Heine was born to force his father, a general, to rec- 
ognize him as legitimate. Richard Wagner was plagued all his life by his 
well-founded assumption that he was the illegitimate son of the actor-play- 
wright Ludwig Geyer, and not of his legal father. He went to great lengths of 
mystification both to cloud the question and to create one of the famous ‘mys- 
teries of history’, while at the same time turning the subject of uncertain pater- 
nity, and of false or unknown fathers, into a cosmic theme running through the 
whole body of his music dramas. 

We know that Cosima and the whole Wagner family closed ranks to maintain 
this mystery for a full century with a ruthless diligence comparable only to that 
with which Marxist stalwarts late into this century suppressed the fact that 
Karl Marx found time during the starkest period of his London misery to 
father an illegitimate son by his housekeeper. 

Obviously, Heine too had something to hide, something that must have mat- 
tered very much to the whole family, or else they would not have assisted in cre- 
ating and keeping up the so-called ‘birth date riddle’ that, generating the ‘draft 
dodger’ and ‘illegitimacy’ theories — not to mention an appendix to the latter, 
the ‘Oedipus complex theory’ (according to which Heine never forgave his 
father for seducing his mother before their marriage and casting obloquy on his 
own name) — has befuddled countless experts for nearly a century. It is impor- 
tant to note that Heine’s problem was unlike Girardin’s or any of the others 
mentioned. That Samson Heine was his father was never in doubt. But Jeffrey 
Sammons — who has compared Heine to Henry James as a literary man con- 
fronting his biographer ‘with the most elaborate and most organized game of 
hide-and-seek or hunt-the-author ever conceived’ — has observed that Heine 
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apparently had a reason for creating an issue which would hardly exist ‘if he 
had not made one of it’, and that it ‘may have been a fairly serious one in his 
own mind.’ 

Commenting tersely that ‘no one has been able to discover what it was’, 
Sammons concluded his enlightening summary with a conjecture of his own: ‘I 
think it is at least possible that he [Heine] actually did not know when he was 
born.” But this still leaves open the question why others in his family joined in 
creating the whole mystery. 

It is possible to maintain that Heine was indeed illegitimate, but only in the 
sense of premature birth before his parents’ formal wedding took place or before 
it could be registered. In a letter written to his brother Maximilian on 29 
August 1837, Heine complained furiously about remarks made about his birth 
by a Professor Wurm. The editor of a Hamburg review which had belittled one 
of Heine’s prose works, Wurm was one of his known detractors. To the poet’s 
great annoyance, Wurm and his fiancée Fraulein Speckter frequented his uncle 
Salomon’s house. When Heine heard from his publisher of certain things said 
about him at his uncle’s table, he wrote his explosive letter: 


A miserable Wurm [‘worm’ in German], this doctor who has most 
vulgarly attacked and maligned me from the side of my birth /von 
Seiten der Geburt] was, I am told, entertained to dinner by my uncle; 
and to think that old Fräulein Speckter... got her trousseau from my 
uncle.* 


These few lines are the only indication from Heine’s own pen that he was both- 
ered by rumours surrounding his birth. Though they helped to launch the ‘ille- 
gitimacy theory’, they do not prove it. The true facts will probably never be 
known, but the premature birth theory does at least provide a motive for all the 
cover-up attempts made so assiduously by so many of Heine’s family, starting 
with himself, during his life and after. 


‘Earliest beginnings’, Heine was to write in his Memoirs, ‘explain latest phe- 
nomena.’ As S.S. Prawer has pointed out in the latest of his masterly Heine 
studies, this maxim can be inverted: that is, ‘late phenomena’ in Heine’s devel- 
opment at the time of writing governed his ‘selection’ of what he chose to share 
with posterity about his ‘earliest beginnings’. 

Besides playing hide-and-seek with his biographers, Heine undisguisedly 
announced in the short fragment of his Memoirs that he would ‘loyally reveal’ 
only what he thought ‘characteristic and significant’ for the development of his 
being. Prawer, while noting those aspects of his childhood and education which 
Heine left out, has remarked about his portrayal of his mother that one of the 
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features he highlighted was her descent from ‘a family once favoured by one of 
the Electors (Kurfiirsten) of the Holy Roman Empire.’ Though most scholars 
believe that Heine heightened her stature by various stratagems, Prawer in 1983 
recognized that what Heine did ‘in recounting the history of his mother’s 
family is very important’, for he was ‘consciously dispelling simplistic notions — 
current even in our own day — of the lack of contact between Jews and Gentiles 
before the age of legal emancipation.’ 

Heine was well aware of his place in German literature. ‘Goethe himself’, he 
wrote to his friend Varnhagen, ‘will not be able to prevent it that his name shall 
frequently be mentioned in the same breath with that of H. Heine’; at the same 
time, the more famous he became in his self-chosen Paris exile, the more 
acutely he felt the anti-Jewish bias he attracted in Germany, an emotional bias 
that in 1911, long after his death, was to make Adolph Bartels, a staid professor 
of German literature, wish ‘to jump at the scoundrel’s throat’. 

Concerned as Heine may have been to stress his family’s ancient roots in 
Germany, scholarly investigation has by now confirmed that ever since the 
Thirty Years War, when Diisseldorf consisted of a castle, a couple of churches 
and fewer than a dozen streets, his Van Geldern ancestors — as official bankers, 
purveyors and treasurers to the ruler of the Duchy of Jiilich-Berg — had dealt 
on a daily basis with any number of German counts, barons and other nobles; 
that they had lived in style, and that one of them had travelled more of the 
world, met with more adventure and seen more of Europe’s princely courts 
than most of his contemporary German knights and aristocrats. In short, the 
‘old family legends’ which ‘the female bards of the clan kept relating with epic 
monotony’, and to which as a child he listened in awestruck wonder — not 
insignificantly, he called his Memoirs ‘the fairy-tale of my life’ (das Märchen 
meines Lebens) were not fables. 

The founder of the clan, Jacob van Geldern, had arrived in Diisseldorf in 
1628, in the midst of the Thirty Years War. Coming from the vicinity of the 
Dutch town of Geldern — hence his name — he purchased a ‘letter of protec- 
tion’ allowing him to join the 5 Jewish families permitted to reside in Diissel- 
dorf at the time. The prolonged war ruined Germany for generations. But each 
of the several hundred princes, dukes, counts and landgraves emerged from it 
as the absolute sovereign of his petty territory, with the right to maintain his 
own standing army. To raise the necessary cash and credits, the Palatine Count 
of the Rhine who ruled over the Duchy appointed one of Jacob’s sons as his 
‘Court Factor’ and financial adviser. 

Two generations later, in 1690, Heine’s great-great-grandfather, Joseph 
‘Juspa’ van Geldern, was holding the same position when the Palatine Prince- 
Elector Johann Wilhelm inherited the Duchy and his family’s rise to fame and 
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fortune began. Johann Wilhelm, besides being Lord High Treasurer of the Holy 
Roman Empire, was the Emperor’s twofold brother-in-law — they had married 
each other’s sister — and lived in suitably lavish style. Joseph ‘Juspa’ van Geldern’s 
role was to finance his architectural improvements and artistic requirements. He 
also, in the midst of the War of the Spanish Succession (1701-13), helped the 
Prince-Elector establish his own currency bank and supplied his troops with all 
their wheat requirements. 

In return for Joseph van Geldern’s charging him only 6 per cent interest on 
the sums advanced — sometimes running as high as a quarter of a million Thaler 
— the Prince exempted his ‘Court Jew’ and his family, employees and entire 
household from wearing the identifying yellow badge and paying the equally 
humiliating poll-tax; he also provided him with passports for unhindered travel 
and granted him some other precious, though to himself inexpensive, favours. 
In 1712 he permitted Van Geldern to build a house in Diisseldorf’s new quarter 
and to erect the small town’s first synagogue — a rare privilege at a time when 
the theological faculty and merchant guilds of Frankfurt-on-the-Oder were 
demanding the expulsion of ‘Christ-haters’ and the mere talk of ‘a cursed syna- 
gogue’ opening in Halberstadt caused a public outcry. 

‘Juspa’ van Geldern’s splendid new house, completed a few years later, was 
designed by the Prince’s own architect, and he eventually owned a castle at 
Gravenberg. The tiny Jewish community of Diisseldorf he presided over 
enjoyed the protection afforded them by his standing at court. Basking in the 
princely favours accorded him, they rejoiced, rather prematurely as it turned 
out, at the building of the synagogue. “This was no paper protection affording 
the right of stay for a limited period. This — or so it seemed in the bliss of that 
first enthusiasm — was a monument, rooted firmly in the soil and reaching 
proudly to heaven, symbolizing a right accorded to the whole religious com- 
munity to reside permanently in a land they could call their own.’ So David 
Kaufmann, writing in 1896, summed up their feelings in the first scholarly 
investigation of Heine’s ancestry. 

In 1716, Juspa’s 21-year-old son, Lazarus — who was to succeed him in his 
office as Court Factor to the next ruler of Jiilich-Berg — married the daughter of 
Simon Michael, Purveyor to the Court, the Mint and the Treasury Bank of 
three successive rulers of the Holy Roman Empire. 

Since Karl Marx was also a direct descendant of the same Imperial Purveyor 
Simon Michael — a fact unearthed only in the 1970s after more than a century 
of assiduous but curiously unsuccessful research into Marx’s exact ancestry — it 
is of some interest to pause briefly and consider his career, which had begun to 
flourish about the time the Turks were being beaten back from the gates of 
Vienna in 1683, or shortly afterwards. 
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Between 1687 and 1700, during the fighting which led to the final eviction of 
the Turks from Hungary and Transylvania, Simon Michael, who lived in 
Pressburg (now Bratislava) had supplied 2.4 million pounds of flour and quan- 
tities of barley to the Habsburg troops in Budapest (Ofen) and several other 
fortresses, thereby (in the language of an official document) ‘preventing them 
from starving and surrendering to the enemy.’ During the same period he had 
also lent Vienna’s Imperial Chancellery 64,000 guilders, had travelled through 
what the document called ‘rebellion-troubled’ areas, and had further supplied 
the Vienna Mint with ‘a substantial quantity of silver’. 

A residence permit issued in 1693, shortly after the ‘personal’ union between 
Hungary and Austria under the Habsburgs was proclaimed at Pressburg, allowed 
him to live in that city, though only in the outskirts. Curiously enough, the permit 
bore the recommendation of Cardinal Archbishop Kollonitsch, who only some 20 
years before had prevailed upon the Emperor Leopold I to expel the Jews from 
Vienna, confiscate their properties and turn Vienna’s Great Synagogue into the 
Catholic ‘Leopoldskirche’. In 1693, however, in order to repair Habsburg 
finances, a few rich Jews had been readmitted to the Austrian capital as ‘tolerated 
subjects’, in exchange for a payment of 300,000 florins and a high annual tax. 

In 1705 Simon Michael, henceforth known as ‘the Mint Jew’ Simon of Press- 
burg—or Simon Pressburg for short— likewise obtained a special ‘tolerance and pro- 
tection’ permit, signed by the new Emperor Joseph I, to settle in the Austrian 
capital. As Austria-Hungary joined the ranks of the great powers, Simon suggested 
to the authorities in 1715 that the opening of a bank in Pressburg would facilitate 
trade between the two hyphenated parts of the empire. Though Simon himself, 
who continued to purvey gold and silver to the Mint in Vienna under the next 
emperor, Charles VI, died in Vienna in 1719, the success of the family’s rising 
fortune — like that of the Rothschilds later, though on a smaller scale — was assured 
by his having 6 sons. 

While the two eldest remained in Pressburg and another moved to Prague, 
the youngest son became one of the 10 richest of the several hundred Jews per- 
mitted to reside in Vienna during the 1730s.> This son, Samuel Pressburg, had 
by that time facilitated certain contacts between Vienna and St Petersburg, and 
by a decree of 30 March 1731 had been appointed by ‘Anne, Empress and Auto- 
crat of all the Russias’, to be her personal financial agent in Vienna. 

A brother of Samuel’s, Jehiel Pressburg, became Court Factor to the Mar- 
grave of Anhalt, Karl Wilhelm Friedrich, who was the brother-in-law of Fred- 
erick the Great. A sister, Semelle Pressburg, married Wolff Isaac Liebmann, 
who was a financial agent for the Imperial Russian Court in London. 

Simon Pressburg, the ‘Mint Jew’, was still alive in 1716 when Juspa van Gel- 
dern’s son Lazarus married his youngest daughter, Sarle. Lazarus, who was 
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Heine’s great-grandfather, thus entered a family that had even wider court and 
commercial connections in some of Europe’s most important capitals than the 
Diisseldorf-based House of Van Geldern. At the same time the marriage, sol- 
emnized in Vienna, represented — as is known today — an alliance between 
Heine’s ancestors and those of Karl Marx, for Simon Pressburg, as we shall see, 
was the great-great-great-grandfather of the future Marx. 

Lazarus was not to take his young wife home to Düsseldorf until 1721. He 
worked with his father-in-law, but even as powerful a Jew as Simon Pressburg 
was unable to get him a residence permit in Vienna, so Lazarus figured during 
his 5-year stay there as a clerk and bookkeeper in the firm of Marx’s forefather. 
The ‘Mint Jew’s’ own original permit had been extended to 1726, but when he 
died in 1719 it could be inherited only by ‘one son chosen and substituted by 
him’. That son was Samuel, who greatly increased his father’s fortune. 

But the new permit acquired by Samuel Pressburg and issued by Charles VI 
in 1727 was valid for 10 years only. It was also in 1727 that the Emperor pro- 
mulgated the law restricting the number of Jewish men permitted to marry (the 
Familiantengesetz), which Lazarus’s granddaughter, Betty van Geldern, later 
had to overcome before marrying Heine’s father. 


Some time in the mid-1770s a grandson of the Viennese Samuel Pressburg — 
Isaac Pressburg by name — turned up in the Dutch town of Nijmegen. Accord- 
ing to some, he became its rabbi, but in municipal papers he figures as a ‘mer- 
chant and lottery collector’. Like many of the Pressburgs before him, he may 
have had a rabbi’s education and title, but was otherwise a businessman. In 
1785, at the age of 35, he married a younger woman, Nanette Cohen. Their 
daughter, Henriette Pressburg, born in 1788, later married the lawyer Heinrich 
Marx and was to become the mother of Karl Marx. 

Ten years after Marx’s death in 1883, his daughter Eleanor wrote: ‘Strange 
that my father’s semi-Dutch parentage should be so little known. My grand- 
mother’s family name was Pressburg and she belonged by descent to an old 
Hungarian Jewish family. This family, driven by persecution to Holland, settled 
down in that country and became known, as I have said, by the name Pressburg 
—really the town from which they came.’ 

Stranger still, it took another 80 years before it was revealed that these two 
rebellious men of genius, Heinrich Heine and Karl Marx — the one a prince of 
poets, the other an angry world reformer, both haunted all their lives by money 
worries and the general ‘demony of money’ — had a common ancestor in Simon 
Michael Pressburg, supplier of coin and capital to the Habsburgs and founder 
of a family which, under his son Samuel, joined the 8 or ro constituting what 
Heinrich Schnee — in Die Hoffinanz und der moderne Staat ~ has called the ‘core 
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of Viennese high and court finance’ that kept the complicated economic mech- 
anism of the Austrian Empire going. 

To this day, it is not known whether Marx and Heine themselves, who at one 
time met almost daily in Paris, were aware of the fact that Heine’s mother Betty 
was a second cousin of Marx’s grandfather, Isaac Pressburg; or that some time 
after the Russian intervention in the War of the Polish Succession led to the ‘pre- 
liminary peace’ of Vienna in 1835, Samuel Pressburg, having paid out the 
Russian army, arrived in Düsseldorf to attend the festive betrothal of a son of his 
brother Jehiel Pressburg to Hanna van Geldern, the eldest daughter of Lazarus. 

The ancestors of Heine and Marx were thus doubly related, and there were 
frequent contacts between the two families in the next generation. 


The Van Gelderns’ decline from wealth to comparative poverty by the time of 
Heine’s birth began as early as 1716, the very year Lazarus married in Vienna. 
That year the free-spending Prince-Elector Johann Wilhelm died, owing Juspa 
van Geldern substantial amounts of money. His successor, Prince Karl Phillip, 
was in no hurry to settle the debt. For all the opulence he had achieved in Diis- 
seldorf, Juspa now faced financial ruin. He could hardly have recourse to justice 
against Karl Phillip; like every other Court Jew employed by Europe’s mon- 
archs, he was entirely at the ruler’s mercy, depending not only on the latter’s 
fortunes and good or bad policies but on his good will, whims and caprices. 

Fearing he would die insolvent, the ageing Juspa recalled Lazarus from Vienna 
in 1721. The dowry of 40,000 Reichsthaler that Lazarus had received from 
Simon Pressburg gave a new impetus to the Van Gelderns’ business with the 
Court before Juspa died in 1727 at the age of 74. In the next decade, however, 
Lazarus, investing in long-term contracts to supply grain to the army, lost 55,000 
Reichsthaler as a result of bad harvests. His wife Sarle, forced to sell her jewelry, 
had to make a personal plea to Prince Karl Phillip in Mannheim before Lazarus 
obtained a minor refund and got new contracts, only to have his replenished 
stores sealed by officials on the pretext that he was in debt to the treasury. Though 
an inquiry commission eventually found a balance in his favour, the grain had 
meanwhile been supplied by others, and Lazarus lost most of his capital. 

In this period, the Duchy of Julich-Berg passed into the hands of another 
branch of Palatine princes. Its new ruler Karl Theodor confirmed Lazarus as 
his Court Factor, but favoured other purveyors. Lazarus was gradually reduced 
to fulfilling whatever contracts were thrown his way by his brother-in-law, 
Samuel Pressburg. 

Still, Lazarus van Geldern, who had 4 sons and 6 daughters, lived in compa- 
rative splendour in Diisseldorf’s Neubriickstrasse. He frequented Count Hatz- 
feld, the Prince-Elector’s governor in Diisseldorf, and other princely and ducal 
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officials on business as well as socially, and entertained courtiers and knights 
passing through town with their ladies. In Diisseldorf, the Jews were not, as 
they were in neighbouring Bonn or in Frankfurt, immured in a ghetto but free 
to live where they pleased. Lazarus had refined tastes, kept a large library and 
collected rare books and illuminated manuscripts. Though the Van Gelderns 
were observant Jews, they moved in Gentile society and were familiar with 
European developments and currents of thought. As early as 1739 a brother of 
Lazarus was studying medicine in Heidelberg, and two other Van Gelderns, 
Gottschalk (Heine’s grandfather) and Joseph (his uncle), were to follow in his 
footsteps. 

Lazarus gave his offspring a traditional Jewish upbringing, but he also saw to 
it that they received an education suitable to the society of the day. His children 
mixed with those of the local officialdom and all were taught German, French, 
Latin and mathematics. They were given dancing lessons and the 4 boys 
learned to fence and to ride horses. 

On his mother’s side, Heine thus came of a family which, compared to the 
rest of Germany’s segregated Jews, belonged to a privileged few who — much 
earlier than the rest of that mass which was to erupt on the scene only after the 
French Revolution — absorbed German influences and developed a penchant 
for European culture. 

This is the ‘very important’ thing Heine, in Prawer’s phrase, was doing by 
driving home the notion, in his highly selective Memoirs, that Jews, includ- 
ing his own family, had been open to Gentile culture even before Moses 
Mendelssohn, in the second half of the 18th century, began to pave the way for 
the Jews’ entry into the modern world, a process Heine himself was in a sense 
to complete by helping to prod the world into modernity. 

All this, needless to say, hardly helped Heine’s complicated problem later, 
when — becoming a German poet in the most natural way — he was to find his 
credentials disputed. 


When Heine was still a child, he often played in an old attic filled with dis- 
carded household junk and dusty crates containing his grandfather Gott- 
schalk’s medical books and various Latin texts. One day he came upon ‘the best 
and most precious find I ever made.’ It was the diary of Lazarus’s eldest son, 
Simon van Geldern, who called himself ‘the Chevalier’, but whom the ‘female 
bards’, who normally sang the praises of the clan, described as the black sheep 
of the family. They intimated that this great-uncle had spent a great deal of 
time in North Africa, where a warring Bedouin tribe had chosen him to be its 
sheikh. From ‘an unknown oasis in the North African sands’ he had Jed the 
tribe’s raids on the caravan routes. He was also supposed to have had a vision on 
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Jerusalem’s Mount Moriah. The Chevalier’s notebook was written in Arabic, 
Syriac and Coptic (or so the boy thought), interspersed ‘strangely enough with 
French quotations, for example, very often the verse: Ou l’innocense périt c'est un 
crime de vivre. 

Young Heine was able to decipher only parts of the diary — most of which 
was actually in Hebrew, with frequent Aramaic words — and the tales he heard 
from the family only added ‘an air of mystery’ to the figure of the so-called 
Chevalier. 

On the one hand, he gathered that ‘my late great-uncle, the pious visionary 
from the Holy Mount Moriah, was a robber captain’ with a marauding African 
tribe. On the other, the old great-aunts shook their heads and dropped many a 
hint that the Chevalier had been a dashing ladies’ man, a Don Juan who had to 
flee ‘court and country’ on his horse to escape death after a gallant intrigue with 
‘a very illustrious lady’, and that he had also been a ‘necromancer’ and Kabbal- 
ist. Late in life, Heine was to describe the curious effect these stories had on 
him: 


Everything that I was told about him made an ineradicable impres- 
sion on my young mind, and I plunged so deeply into his peregrina- 
tions and vicissitudes that I often had the queer feeling in broad 
daylight that I myself was my late great-uncle and that my life was 
only a continuation of his life who had died so long ago! 

At night the same thing happened in my dreams. In these dreams 
I identified myself completely with my great-uncle. It was a weird 
sensation, feeling that I was someone else and that I belonged to 
another age! I found myself in places I had never seen before and in 
situations I had never conceived of. 


In his Memoirs he wrote that, though he became ‘quite one with myself again’, 
this year left behind ‘secret traces’ in his soul. In a striking observation, he 
attributed many of his own ‘peculiarities’ and irrational actions, seemingly con- 
trary to his own nature, to the strange dream-time ‘when I was my own great- 
uncle’ — striking, because Heine did not know half his great-uncle’s story. 
Much of what he heard about him was fanciful. More of the Chevalier’s diary, 
as well as his address book and a mass of other papers, were discovered by 
scholars and literary investigators in 1905, more during the 1930s, and some 
were only found — in, among other places, the estate of the Grand Duke 
Ludwig I of Hesse-Darmstadt (1806-30) — as late as the 1970s.° And yet, the 
life story of the Chevalier van Geldern, pieced together and reconstructed on 
the basis of research over a period of some 170 years (interrupted by two World 
Wars and other conflagrations) since a wide-eyed boy in an attic first held part 
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of his diary in his hands, has led several of Heine’s latest biographers to trace 
certain ‘genetically conditioned’ affinities, as well as ‘conspicuous’ parallels, 
between his character and that of the mysterious Chevalier, parallels which 
Heine seems to have sensed when he attributed some of his irrational actions in 
maturity to the year-long period when he identified himself with the Chevalier. 

Whatever the nature of these dreams or tricks of his over-active imagination 
(if that is what they were), Heine’s extraordinary powers of intuition, his ability 
to see through complex situations and relationships, has of course long been 
known from his political prose and poetry. But these powers were never so curi- 
ously manifest as in his prescient self-identification with the fantasy-figure of 
his ancestor. Though greatly puzzled by him, Heine devoted a large section of 
his Memoirs to the Chevalier, surmising that ‘he must have led one of those 
colourful existences which were only possible in the beginning and in the 
middle of the 18th century.’ 

As it turned out, Heine’s amazing intuition permitted him to come close to 
the truth as it is today known. 


In 1748, Montesquieu, writing of a 10-year-old Jewish girl burned at the stake 
by the Inquisition, had castigated Europe’s inhumanity towards the Jews, 
observing in his famous L’Esprit des Lois: You complain that the Emperor of 
Japan is having all the Christians in his realm roasted on a slow fire. But he 
could say to you: “We treat you... as you treat those who do not believe as you 
do.” If anyone, he added, should in future claim that ‘the nations of Europe 
were cultured’, generations to come would condemn them on the basis of 
their acts as ‘barbarians.’ 

This and other pleas for tolerance were eventually to have their effect. But in 
1749, when Gottfried Lessing, then only 20 years old, wrote the play Die Juden, 
for the first time featuring a decent and noble-hearted Jew, who saves a Christ- 
ian aristocrat’s life at the risk of his own, thereby putting the Christian’s preju- 
dice to shame, this was so unusual, not to say sensational, that Géttingen’s 
Professor J.D. Michaelis, expressing his doubt that so ‘noble a character’ could 
really exist among the Jews, publicly insinuated that virtue and honesty were in 
any case rare among them. This had elicited an equally sensational protest from 
a shy, hunchbacked young man: How, asked Moses Mendelssohn, could any 
decent man ‘have the cheek to deny to a whole nation the likelihood or the 
ability of producing a single honest man?’ Was it not enough that the Jews were 
exposed to ‘the ridicule and contempt of the world’ and made to feel its hatred 
‘in many a cruel fashion. Must these injustices we suffer be justified by further 


calumny?... Do not, at least, totally deny us virtue, the only comfort of the 
oppressed.” 


54 


HEINE AND KARL Marx 


Like Lessing, Moses Mendelssohn was 20 at the time. He had made his way 
on foot from Dessau to Berlin when he was 14, a nervously stammering boy 
with a slight spinal deformity, who knew no German or any other language but 
Hebrew, and had in fact come to join his rabbi. In Berlin he took up the study of 
German, Latin, English, French and mathematics. Before long he was reading 
Plato and Aristotle and publishing his first philosophical treatise. At 33 he was 
to win the first prize of the Berlin Academy of Sciences — in an essay competi- 
tion in which Kant achieved only an honorary second — but it was to take 
another three decades or so before Mendelssohn became the first Jew to win the 
admiration and respect of the German intelligentsia. 

Frederick the Greats Charter or ‘General-Privilegium und Reglement’ for 
the Jews, promulgated in 1750, had divided the 266 family-heads permitted to 
reside in Berlin into 203 ‘Regular Protected Jews’, who had to make an irrevo- 
cable decision which son or daughter would inherit their residence right, this 
child being the only one allowed to marry; and a new category of 63 ‘Extraor- 
dinary Protected Jews’ merely tolerated during their lifetime and ‘not autho- 
rized to settle a child nor to marry off a child.’ The 2,100 Jewish families living 
in Prussia were similarly divided: upon coming of age, all young Jews, bar one 
son or daughter of those in the first category, had to buy their residence right 
and ‘protection’ writ anew. Those not possessing the financial means were 
threatened, ‘under penalty of expulsion, in no wise to dare to set up a business 
for themselves but must either work for other licensed Jews or go away and 
seek to be accepted somewhere else.’ 

Cynical, sophisticated and ‘enlightened’, Frederick, for all his frivolities, was 
a most perspicacious and capable administrator. He prohibited foreign Jews 
from settling ‘in our land at all’, but stipulated that any of them having a 
fortune of 10,000 Reichsthaler were to be referred to the sovereign himself, 
who would fix the fee for admission. 

Like every other potentate at the time, Frederick resorted to the services of 
Court Jews, but these, for all their contact with ruling circles, never became part 
of court society. By excluding them from all but a few manual crafts and most 
professions, and by forcing the privileged ones chiefly to deal in ‘money- 
exchange’, he prevented the formation of a middle class among the Jews and 
perpetuated their medieval stigma as money-lenders and pawnbrokers, while 
actually turning the vast majority of them into pedlars. The language of his 
edict drove home the point that the Jews were an obnoxious and contemptible 
people, non-citizens and second-rate subjects, to be supervised, rendered 
harmless and milked at the same time in the interest of the state. 

Prussia’s cultured despot was as meticulous in listing occupations permitted 
to Jews — such as trading with ‘gold-cloth, silver-cloth’, fabrics, ribbons, snuff, 
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used furniture and kitchen utensils, old clothes, old pocket watches as well as 
‘feathers, wigs, hair’ — as he was in fixing the number of ‘tolerated’ communal 
Jewish officials in Berlin at 6 grave-diggers, one cemetery guard, three bakers, 
one restaurant-keeper, one physician and ‘one fattener of fowl and cattle’, or in 
specifying that ‘the basses and sopranos’ assisting the cantor must not be mar- 
ried. ‘ 

Perhaps the most humiliating squeeze applied to the Jews was the medieval 
poll-tax or ‘body tax’ they were forced to pay — usually at a rate corresponding 
to the toll per head of imported cattle — not only at every turnstile between the 
several hundred German States, petty principalities and dukedoms, but practi- 
cally everywhere on the Continent, including France.? 

It was Moses Mendelssohn who was eventually able to reconcile Judaism 
with the rationalist trend of the age. Over the opposition of the rabbis, he 
pointed out that the Covenant of Sinai was a binding historic experience in the 
form of ‘revealed law’ — and not as revealed dogma — and that there was neither 
miracle nor mystery nor anything in Judaism to contradict reason. At the same 
time he realized that if German society was to give up its prejudices, the Jews 
must come out of their isolation and learn to speak good German instead of 
their foreign-sounding Yiddish jargon. In this way he hoped to build a bridge 
between the two hitherto exclusive communities, the dominant and the des- 
pised. 

Mendelssohn became such a fervent champion of the German language that 
he dared publicly to criticize Frederick the Great’s predilection for versifying in 
French. Denounced to the monarch and summoned to Sans Souci palace, he 
got away unpunished — reputedly by making the simple plea that ‘he who makes 
verses plays at nine-pins’ and, ‘be he monarch or peasant, must be satisfied with 
the judgment of the boy in charge of the bowls’. But the king later vetoed 
Mendelssohn’s election to Prussia’s Royal Academy of Sciences. 

In 1785 the Royal Society of Arts and Sciences in Metz announced an essay 
competition on the question: ‘Are there possibilities of making the Jews more 
useful and happier in France?’ Before the prizes were to be awarded two years 
later, Mirabeau went on a state visit to Berlin in 1786. There Moses Mendels- 
sohn’s philosophic works, his advocacy of the separation of state and religion, 
his championship of religious plurality — expressed in his appeal to ‘the 
regents’ of the earth to allow every righteous man ‘to speak as he thinks fit, to 
pray to God after his own fashion... and to seek eternal salvation where he 
thinks he may find it’ — had by now won him not only the admiration of Kant, 
Herder and other German intellectuals, but acknowledgment as Europe’s 
‘Jewish Socrates’. Mirabeau was so impressed by the ‘humanity and truth’ of 
Mendelssohn’s philosophy that on his return to France he wrote a book, Sur 
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Moses Mendelssohn, sur la réforme politique des Juifs, advocating the civic equal- 
ization of the Jews. 

With the all-European debate for and against the emancipation of the Jews 
coming to a head in Alsace, whose Jews happened to be the most oppressed 
minority of all on the Continent,’ the Abbé Grégoire decided to take part in the 
Metz essay competition. His 260-page Essai sur la régénération physique, morale 
et politique des Juifs, with its reasoned arguments for integrating the Jews in 
French society, became the basis for the emancipation debate which was to 
occupy the Assembly, off and on, for a full two years. Besides meeting with the 
opposition of several archbishops, the radical abbé’s proposition — reflecting 
enlightened intellectual opinion — that the Jews were not irremediably corrupt, 
but capable of being ‘regenerated’, i.e., reformed, once freed by the new France 
from segregation and the anomalous condition of their lives, aroused such 
riotous protests in Alsace that according to one view, but for these violent pas- 
sions, the act of emancipation might never have gone through, or not at the 
time when it did. 


Once married, Samson and Betty Heine settled down in an oblong, red-shin- 
gled two-storey house in Diisseldorf that has survived. It was at the back of No. 
602 Bolkerstrasse (today No. 53, though not the front building which bears the 
plaque). 

Although the story of the 12-horse equipage with which Samson Heine had 
arrived in town is generally regarded as an attempt by the son to invest his 
father with the allure of a gentleman of extravagant habits, Samson — as a for- 
mer supply officer to the Duke of Cumberland’s troops — may well have brought 
a carriage and a couple of horses with him. Anyhow, the practical Betty, with 
her no-nonsense mind, had no difficulty convincing her husband that they 
could ill afford to keep up a stable and a groom. Once the horses had been sold 
Betty also got rid of Samson’s hunting dogs, all except one ugly-looking animal 
called Jolly. In a vignette illuminating the contrast between his realistic, 
strong-willed mother and his compliant father, Heine was to write in his 
Memoirs that Jolly became a ‘loyal and virtuous house-dog’, and that it and his 
resigned father sometimes exchanged ‘significant glances, my father sighing 
“Jolly, Jolly”, and the dog wagging its tail sadly.’ 

About the turn of the century, weaned by his wife away from his fondness for 
gambling and other expensive pastimes, Heine’s father set up shop as a silk and 
cloth merchant. Though much less brainy than his spouse, he was a soft- 
tempered man with a nice way of treating people. His courtesy and dry humour 
endeared him to the ladies who came to Bolkerstrasse for their hose and finery. 
Because of its proximity to the Dutch border, Diisseldorf, with its theatre, its 
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art gallery, its fairs and its flourishing river trade with the Low Countries and 
the English Channel, normally teemed with visitors and a constant traffic of 
coaches, freight carts and Rhine barges. Though the town was under French 
occupation since 1795, and times at the dawn of the rgth century were hardly 
normal, Samson Heine, trading in silk serge, imported English velvets and 
other fabrics, prospered for a decade or so before Napoleon’s Continental 
blockade and his own lack of business acumen combined to work his eventual 
ruin, 

Betty bore and raised their 4 children. Whether the first-born, Heinrich 
Heine, came into the world on 13 December 1797 or at the beginning of Febru- 
ary 1798 (to take the two most commonly accepted dates), he was born within a 
year of Babeuf’s execution, and only 4 years or so after the beheading of Louis 
XVI. His life, character and very soul were to reflect not only the different tem- 
peraments of his parents and other contradictory influences, but all the con- 
flicts of a new age. 


58 


3 


Heine’s Childhood 


‘In my cradle lay my marching orders for the rest of my life,’ Heine was to 
observe many years later. Late in life, describing his mother’s dominant 
influence on his early development, he wrote that she had ‘her plans for my 
education ready even before my birth.’ But though he was far ahead of his time 
in perceiving a genetic factor, and even ascribed some of his own conflicting 
character traits to his unknown great-uncle Simon, Heine did not forget, in a 
different but related context, to emphasize that ‘time and place are also of 
importance: I was born at the end of the sceptical 18th century, in a town which 
was governed, during my childhood, not only by Frenchmen, but also by the 
French mind and spirit.’ 

In these and other passages, he implicitly, and sometimes explicitly, impres- 
sed upon posterity his self-image of a man whose destiny was affected from 
birth by the interplay of heredity and external circumstances — environment, 
wars, and the continual upheaval and confusion caused by the frequent changes 
of government in his native Düsseldorf as a result of the struggle between the 
revolutionary armies of France and the rest of absolutist Europe. 

The French occupation of Diisseldorf lasted until May 1801. Heine was 
nearly 4 that year, when the town reverted to Bavarian rule. It was only 5 years 
later when, following the Battle of Austerlitz, the French returned in force, and 
Diisseldorf was annexed to Napoleon’s empire. Nor was that the end of it. 
Seven years later Russian troops temporarily occupied the town, and when the 
whole of the Rhineland became part of Prussia, Heine, barely out of his teens, 
underwent yet another change of nationality without having moved from his 
birthplace. 

Much to his joy, in 1806 a French tambour was billeted on the Heine house- 
hold. A short lithe figure with a fierce-looking black moustache and fiery darting 
eyes, ‘Monsieur LeGrand’ took great pride in his resplendent silver-embroi- 
dered waistcoat and spent a great deal of time on his military appearance, 
Heine, a lively boy who sometimes ‘polished his buttons until they shone like 
mirrors and helped him whiten his vest with pipe-clay’, later wrote that 
LeGrand never picked up more than a few essential German expressions — the 
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words for ‘bread, kiss, honour’ — but that he was very clever in the use of his 
drum as a means of communication. To convey to the boy what the word /iberté 
meant, he raised his batons and drummed the rousing rhythm of the Marseil- 
laise. 

‘I understood him,’ Heine said of the little French drummer in his Ideas. The 
Book of LeGrand. ‘I did not, of course, understand the words, but as he kept 
drumming while he spoke, I nevertheless grasped the meaning.’ M. LeGrand 
‘knew exceedingly well how to make himself understood with his drum... When 
I did not know the meaning of the word égalité, he drummed the march Ça ira! 
ça ira... les aristocrates a la lanterne — and I understood him.’ To bring alive to 
the boy the events of the French Revolution, LeGrand used ‘the best teaching 
method’ — his drum — and played for him the ‘Red March of the Guillotine’ to 
which music king, queen and various ‘highnesses and their spouses’ had been 
led to the beheading machine. The lugubrious march sent shivers down the 
boy’s spine. But he became very attached to the French drummer who, if he is 
to be believed, taught him more of ‘modern history’ than mere words could. 

‘The history of the storming of the Bastille, of the Tuileries, etc. cannot be 
properly understood,’ Heine wrote, ‘until we know how the drumming was 
done on such occasions.’ Evoking the figure of LeGrand in 1826, a little over a 
decade after Diisseldorf and the whole Rhineland had been annexed by Prussia, 
Heine used him, in a passage sensational for its time, to deplore the servility of 
his German compatriots under their new masters. LeGrand, he wrote, ‘once 
wished to explain to me the word |’Allemagne, so he drummed that primitive, 
primordial melody — dum, dum, dum — to which dogs are made to perform on 
market days. I was annoyed, but I understood him.’ 

Without going into the much-discussed question whether and how much 
Heine’s imagination had its source in experience or was fictional, we must not 
forget that the horrors of the French Revolution were still real during his child- 
hood. Ludwig Borne (1786-1837), Germany’s greatest political writer before 
Heine, recalled that as a child in Frankfurt he had an émigré French tutor who 


heaped on Voltaire every possible curse and damnation, completely 
forgetting in his fury that he was speaking to an eight-year-old boy... 
I had heard older children’s nurses speaking a lot about decapitation, 
and decapitation and revolution became a synonym in my mind. I 
built myself a guillotine out of cards and beheaded many an aristo- 
cratic fly caught stealing sugar. 


Heine was younger than Borne, but with the ongoing wars fought in the name, 
and sometimes by the veterans, of /iberté and égalité, images of the ‘guillotine’, 
of ‘decapitation’ and ‘headless’ figures were to appear again and again in the 
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most varied connections in his poetry and prose. As he reached puberty, his first 
Jove was the executioner’s daughter, Josepha or ‘Red Sefchen’, whose hair was 
‘red as blood’. She was the first of a whole series of archetypal women, culmi- 
nating in the figure of Salome, whom Heine was to conjure up in a manner 
suggesting an association between eroticism and fatal danger or death. In a 
splendid metaphor inspired by this early love, he was to write that he kissed her 
lips not only out of tenderness, but ‘to mock the old society and all its dark prej- 
udices; in that instant there flared up in me the first flames of the two passions 
of my later life, the passion for beautiful women and the passion for the French 
Revolution,’ suggesting an additional association between eroticism and poli- 
tics. 

Obviously, Heine’s childhood recollections were coloured by his poetic 
imagination and the uses to which he put his witty pen. But figurative or not, 
and however mixed with fancy the facts might have become, the story of the 
French tambour LeGrand and the things he taught the boy help to bring home 
how close in time to the events set in motion by the French Revolution and its 
spirit Heine grew up. 


Heinrich Heine had been named Chayyim at birth, but his father called him 
Harry in honour of a Liverpool business associate from whom he imported 
English velveteen. Harry was what he remained to his family and friends before 
he became Heinrich at the age of 27. Though he grew up to be one of the great- 
est poet-rebels of all time, Harry’s childhood was relatively carefree and happy. 
His blond, blue-eyed father may have had a poor head for business under his 
massive powdered chignon, but he was apparently the first merchant to import 
soft, lustrous English velveteen into the Duchy of Jitlich-Berg, and was frankly, 
artlessly assiduous in pleasing his customers. Treating everyone, young and old, 
rich or poor, with equal deference, he was able before long to move his family 
into a larger house across the street. This had its main entrance at No. 655 (later 
42) Bolkerstrasse, and a garden at the rear. 

Betty employed a cook and a maid, and the Heine children’s room had an 
English fireplace. It was on the door of this room that Harry, around the age of 
4, was taught by his mother to scrawl the alphabet with a piece of white chalk — 
or so his sister Charlotte, who was born three years after him, was to recall. In 
the autumn of 1801, he had for unknown reasons become the only boy in a 
kindergarten for little girls run by a Frau Hindermans. He quickly learned to 
read, but was often punished by Frau Hindermans for his lack of interest in the 
games and activities she organized for the children. The lady’s method of disci- 
pline would not matter had it not caused little red-haired Harry to retaliate by 
pouring ink into a milk-pot she had on her desk. Many years later he was to 
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evoke his kindergarten days in a long-suppressed or bowdlerized poem, Citro- 
nia, a humorous, erotically tinged fantasy reading in which he described Frau 
Hindermans using a birch rod on offending girls. 

If Frau Hindermans whipped little Harry in the same manner in front of 
the girls, his violent reaction — according to his sister, he mixed sand into the 
woman’s snuff-box, and did everything to annoy her — is easier to understand. 
He eventually told the bewildered teacher to her face, ‘I cannot stand you,’ with 
the result that some time in 1803, before he was 5, he was transferred to a boys’ 
school, where he felt more comfortable. 

In 1804 or 1805 Harry’s brother Gustav was born. Next, some time between 
1805 and 1807,' came Maximilian. Gustav, after a varied career, was to become 
an influential newspaper editor in Vienna, Maximilian a distinguished physi- 
cian in St Petersburg. Of all his siblings it was to Charlotte, Lotte or “Lottchen’ 
— who married a Hamburg merchant and was to live to the age of gg — that 
Harry was most closely attached. In a poem dedicated to her, he lovingly 
recalled how as children they would crawl into the hen house, hide under the 
hay, and crow like cocks whenever somebody passed on the road; and how, after 
the ‘great freight cars’ had unloaded their father’s ware, they would paper up 
the empty boxes left about the courtyard to make a ‘splendid house’, and played 
at domesticity. 

From the age of 8 Harry played rhyming games with Lottchen. An excep- 
tionally bright and articulate child, he helped her with her school work. Once, 
when he wrote an essay or story for her, the schoolmaster was so impressed that 
he showed it to two of his colleagues. As they all agreed that it was ‘a master- 
piece’, Lottchen was forced to confess in a small voice that it was the work of 
her brother Harry (who was Io years old at the time). 

Betty Heine gave her children a strict upbringing. Among other proprieties, 
she taught them that when eating in public they must not greedily empty the 
sugar box or reach for the last piece of food on the table. They must always leave 
something out of ‘respect’ for others. Once, when the family had coffee out of 
town, little Maximilian could not resist temptation and furtively put the last piece 
of sugar into his mouth as they rose to leave. ‘Mama’, Harry called, ‘Max has 
eaten up the respect.’ 

Besides being admired by his siblings, Harry was also his parents’ favourite 
and the object of their loving care. Although he was to write that in effect his 
handsome father was no deep thinker, he was careful to stress his lovable quali- 
ties. Samson Heine may have had little to give Harry intellectually, but he 
passed on to him his cheerful, good-humoured disposition and warmth of feel- 
ing, his optimism and joy of life. An uncomplicated man who did not break his 
head about the problems of the world, Harry’s father, in the words of the son, 
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treated life as if it was a permanent fair: ‘There was always the sound of violins 
about him.’ Proud to be the first Jew to be appointed — some time after the Nap- 
oleonic annexation of Diisseldorf in 1806 — official Almoner for the district, he 
would periodically spend some night-hours meticulously dividing the contents 
of the poor-box into small bags, adding to some of them from his own purse, 
and distribute them to the beggarly figures of every description crowding his 
doorstep before sunrise. But he enjoyed ceremonial and festivities, and was hap- 
piest when, becoming an officer in the town’s newly formed Civil Guard, he had 
occasion to parade about the streets at the head of his column in a three-cor- 
nered, plumed hat and dark-blue uniform, saluting smartly as he led it past his 
proudly blushing wife at the window of the house in the Bolkerstrasse. With the 
same mixture of gravity and flourish, he loved to preside over a festive Sabbath 
meal when he returned from the synagogue. 

As for Harry’s education, he left that to his wife. Unlike her, Samson Heine 
never tried to push his son in any particular direction. He was a man of few 
words, and the influence he exerted on Harry was more by example than by 
preaching. In an effort to counteract some of the less flattering things he had 
written about him, Heine may in his Memoirs have idealized his father’s gal- 
lantry, charm and goodness of heart. But he was certainly sincere when he 
wrote: ‘He was of all people the one I loved most of all on this earth.” More 
than 25 years after his father’s death, he was to evoke his figure in a moving rec- 
ollection: ‘When I awake in the morning, often I still think I hear the sound of 
his voice, as if echoing in a dream. And then I feel I must dress quickly and 
hurry down to my father in the big parlour as I used to do as a boy.’ 


Betty Heine was not only a more resolute and ambitious character than her 
happy-go-lucky husband, but, having read Rousseau’s Emile, she thought of 
herself as an expert educator. Besides being familiar with much of the advanced 
Enlightenment literature, she had, until her marriage, spent most of her time in 
the company of her cultured father and brother. Her husband could not offer 
her similar intellectual companionship, and she concentrated all her energy and 
frustrated aspirations on her bright son. Harry later made no bones about the 
unfortunate consequences of the way she programmed his studies and his 
future. 

‘Not from her’, he was to write, ‘did I inherit my love of the imaginative and 
the romantic.’ Indeed, the rationalist Betty, feeling that Harry was highly im- 
pressionable, given to day-dreaming and much too imaginative, tried to curb 
this bent. She snatched novels from his hands, with the result that, wrapped in 
a fur jacket against the cold in winter, he sat up late at night reading stealthily 
by the light of wax candles supplied by the cook. Betty Heine forbade him to 
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attend the theatre or to mix with urchins and the crowds watching clowns and 
other popular spectacles on market-days and during fairs. She scolded the 
maids when she caught them exchanging in his presence gruesome old German 
folk tales and ghost stories — all the thrilling Gothic material that would later be 
grist to his poetic mill. In short, ‘she did all she could’, Heine wrote, ‘to keep 
superstition and poetry from me.’ 

Instead, having seen the decline of the Van Gelderns from riches to compara- 
tive poverty, and dreading the prospect of Harry’s ending up as a starving versi- 
fier or ragged troubadour, she made him study mathematics, science and other 
subjects completely foreign to his nature. The old order was collapsing. All 
around her, under the impact of the French Revolution and Napoleon’s advan- 
ces, new administrations were springing up. While Harry’s father lived in a rosy 
world made up of the small pleasures of life, Betty Heine sensed the winds of 
change, the promise and opportunities of a new world. 

Determined as she was to prepare her son for one of the many new careers 
gradually becoming open to capable men of all creeds, she dreamt first of his 
becoming a top administrator in Napoleon’s growing empire; then, when the 
empire collapsed, she made him study ‘foreign languages, especially English, 
geography, bookkeeping and all the sciences connected with the land and sea 
trade’, so that he might apply his excellent head to becoming a prince of finance 
à la Rothschild or his Uncle Salomon in Hamburg. When this failed, she con- 
ceived the idea that he must absolutely study law. 

By that time, as Harry was humorously to observe, she had correctly noticed 
that in England and France, as well as in Germany, ‘lawyers versed in public 
speaking were playing the babbling chief roles and rising to the highest offices in 
the state.’ Obviously, she always aimed only for the highest for her talented boy. 
The trouble was her conviction that if Harry, being so exceptional, only studied 
the right things and used his head, he could master any situation and fit any role, 
regardless of his natural vocation. 

Though Heine later dealt lucidly with his mother’s lack of understanding for 
his temperament and inner needs, he was fully aware of her well-intentioned 
motives, her honest, forthright character and utter devotion. The portrait he 
gave of her, and especially the poems he devoted to her, and the regular letters 
he kept writing to her after he left Germany — hiding from her the fatal illness 
that was to confine him for years to a ‘mattress grave’ — leave no doubt that he 
loved her very much. He always praised her good sense, and though her miscon- 
ceived insistence on guiding his destiny with a firm hand was to have untoward 
consequences, it is important to note that he had a relatively happy childhood. 

Bright and naughty, he was adored by everyone. He did not grow up in fear 
of repressive parents. Though they set bounds, they made him feel their love 
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and care. Nor was he afraid to express himself freely, usually getting everyone’s 
attention by the striking way in which he did so. ‘He always says whatever 
comes into his mind,’ the cook once complained to his father. His two elderly 
great-aunts doted on him. And when things at home were too dull or his 
mother pestered him, he could always escape to the quaint little old house 
known as ‘Noah’s Ark’ — after a representation of the ark chiselled into the wall 
over the entrance — that belonged to his maternal uncle, Simon. 

This Simon van Geldern was as unlike his legendary namesake — the ‘Cheva- 
lier’ Simon van Geldern — as possible, but in his own way no less eccentric. 
Both loved and collected books, but whereas the other had travelled the world 
adventurously, this younger Simon, after studying humanities at the local Jesuit 
college, had retired to the seclusion of ‘Noah’s Ark’, to explore the world 
reflected in the books of his huge library. A small, quaint figure, he was only 32 
at the turn of the century, but clung to every old-fashioned dress- and hair- 
style, wearing short breeches, white silk stockings, buckled shoes, and his hair 
looped up in a long pigtail. He lived alone with an angora cat, and besides his 
bibliomania indulged his other compulsive hobby, which was to follow and 
comment furiously on all topical questions in a ceaseless stream of learned 
political and philosophical articles he kept pouring out for publication in minor 
newspapers and obscure periodicals. A gentle soul, he liked to have Harry about 
him, and reacted only with feigned dismay at the disrespect of the young when 
the child would tug his pigtail like a beil-pull while he sat writing or reading his 
gazette. 

He let Harry play and rummage freely in his cobwebbed attic, filled with dis- 
carded old wigs, stuffed birds, broken porcelain and assorted family junk. It was 
a veritable treasure-house transformed by the rays of the skylight — in Harry’s 
eyes — into a ‘splendid fairy palace’. He spent whole days up there, inspecting 
the ornamental sword of his late grandfather, Doctor Gottschalk van Geldern, 
studying his ancient maps, globes and astronomical charts with ‘marvellous pic- 
tures of the planets’. It was there, too, that Harry pored over anatomical draw- 
ings and leafed through Nettesheim’s 16th-century Philosophia Occulta and the 
works on alchemy by Paracelsus.” And, as he tells us, he discovered in the attic 
part of the diary of his great-uncle, the ‘Chevalier’. 

Far from being an uprooted, oppressed or deprived child estranged from his 
environment, Harry had playmates, both Jewish and Christian. Coming from a 
family that had ancient roots in Düsseldorf, he grew up with a sense of belong- 
ing to the place. When he later entered Diisseldorf’s Lyceum, its Catholic prin- 
cipal, Schallmeyer, turned out to have been a patient both of his grandfather 
Gottschalk (who on one occasion is said to have saved his life) and of Harry’s 
late uncle Joseph, the personal physician to the Prince-Elector of Bavaria. 
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Harry grew up by the Rhine, which flowed majestically not far from where 
he lived. The water, the ships, the barges and the traffic of goods that he 
watched for hours, the bands of foreign sailors embarking and disembarking, all 
widened his horizon and carried his thoughts to distant lands. If the phantom 
image of his exotic ancestor gave the boy a strong feeling of family continuity 
and helped his self-definition, Harry was to acknowledge that the living Simon 
of ‘Noah’s Ark’ greatly stimulated his intellectual progress by giving him 
‘beautiful, precious’ books as gifts and free use of his large classical and modern 
library. 

The attention lavished on him from all sides may have prepared him poorly 
for the struggle and vicissitudes of life, making him rather vulnerable to criti- 
cism, but Jeft him no great reason to rebel against his parents. There were more 
complex reasons for his becoming Heinrich Heine, the singer and seer to whom 
the human condition and the man-made afflictions of his day gave a permanent 
‘toothache in the heart’, but whose refrain nevertheless tolled the end of the old 
society and divined the new. The mutual interplay of external events and inner 
happenings of the soul, as he termed it — ‘die Wechselwirkung dusserer Begeben- 
heiten und innerer Seelenereignisse’ — that shaped his being cannot be traced 
exactly or in precise order. But when his persona is peeled of the mystifications, 
dissembling, and assertive self-esteem of a more than ordinarily embattled 
genius, the very factors that caused Heine’s Zerrissenheit, or confusion of mind 
and alienation — a mood shared by many of his contemporaries as a result of 
‘the great rip in the world’ produced by the new century’s clashing forces — 
appear in hindsight also to have been the source from which he ultimately drew 
the strength to become a cultural hero who was not simply a rebellious poet or 
enfant terrible, but the herald of a humanist society, a champion of progress 
defying the powers of his day, inspiring successive generations, and transcend- 
ing time as one of the great visionaries of modernity. 

Equality, equality, everyone wanted liberty and equality. The philosophers of 
the Enlightenment had prepared the ground for it. Rousseau thought that 
human nature could be changed to bring it about. Babeuf, who was executed 
the year Heine was born, was so obsessed with it that, when he discovered that 
even in a society of ‘absolute equality’ someone would have to be in authority, 
he was in such haste to establish it that he was ready to base it on forced labour 
and concentration camps. 

Are all men really equal? This was one of the questions the French Revolu- 
tion posed to people everywhere in Europe during the 1790s, not excluding 
Prussia and all those picturesque, sleepy, politically retarded German lands and 
diminutive ‘states’ with their swarm of princes, dukes, barons and knights still 
reigning supreme from their medieval castles and baroque manors. Revolution 
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had succeeded in America. Was Europe — nay, humanity, as some intellectuals 
claimed — now stirring to life and liberty, peace, democracy and brotherhood? 

Friedrich von Schiller, Germany’s greatest dramatist, had early sent a ‘kiss to 
the whole world’ and proclaimed ‘all men are brothers’, in recognition of which 
the revolutionary Paris Assembly, in 1792, had solemnly voted to make him an 
honorary French citizen (though misspelling his name as Gille in the protocol). 
The German Count Stolberg, who raved so violently against ‘tyrants’ that he 
was said to be ‘wading’ in their blood, had predicted the Revolution in 1755, 
long before it happened. Hegel, who was 19 when it did happen and a student in 
the dank old cloister of Tiibingen’s Evangelical Theological Seminary, felt (or so 
he recalled later) that ‘it was a glorious sunrise’, and he was ‘thrilled... as if the 
Divine had now made peace with the world.’ Indeed, one German scholar wrote 
at the time that ‘the angels must be singing Te Deum in heaven’ and the poet 
Klopstock wished to ‘sing hymns to the triumph of liberty.’ 

A journal edited by C.F Moser — long-time chief minister of the Landgraves 
of Hesse-Darmstadt — had actually greeted the outbreak of the Revolution with 
a front-page picture of the ‘sun rising in all its glory’ on the French side of the 
Rhine, and above it the caption: ‘At last...’ 

In Prussia, too, the death of Frederick the Great in August 1786, three years 
before the storming of the Bastille, had raised expectations of a new dawn. The 
accession to the throne of his nephew, Friedrich Wilhelm II, was greeted with 
high hopes that he would alleviate the severity of Frederick’s militaristic rule, 
which had lasted nearly half a century and, for all its glories, was beginning to 
strike enlightened circles as nothing less than ‘baroque tyranny’. 

Moreover, Mirabeau had gone to Berlin and advised the new king immedi- 
ately after his accession to abolish ‘military slavery’ in Prussia and to ease the lot 
of his subjects by granting ‘freedom to emigrate, freedom to acquire the estates 
of the nobility, freedom to industry, freedom of the press’; in short, to save his 
absolutist monarchy by emancipating his people, including the serfs. 

But the impulsive and mystically inclined, though good-natured Friedrich 
Wilhelm II — whose chief repute so far rested on a protracted liaison with the 
wife of his chamberlain, Madame Ritz, on his spiritualist seances and on his 
‘lefthanded’ marriage with a Fraulein von Voss — was not the man to carry out 
such sweeping reforms. Under the influence of a clique of bigoted advisers, 
headed by J.R. von Bischoffswerder, a former army major, and J.C. von 
Willner, an ex-theologian — two Rosicrucians who surrounded the King with 
pious cant, encouraged his orthodoxy and conducted mystic rites at court — he 
launched Prussia upon a course disastrous to herself and fateful to Europe. 

One of the first acts of Von Wallner as Minister of Justice, Privy Councillor of 
Finance, and in fact chief Minister, was to issue the notorious Edict on religious 
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affairs. This extolled the King’s partiality to ‘freedom of conscience’, but in the 
next breath threatened dire punishment to anyone propagating the erroneous 
and ‘untimely crotchets of the Enlightenment’. As censorship was tightened, 
teachers, professors, preachers — and even government ministers — who were 
known free-thinkers were in fact advised that, whatever their private opinions, 
they must toe the official line in public. 

Wollner’s Edict was to serve as a model for the censorship restrictions and 
variegated devices of thought-control instituted in the countries of the “Holy 
Alliance’ after Napoleon’s downfall. It is one of the small ironies of history that 
Heine — who more than Marx or any of his literary confrères was to be involved 
in a life-long fight with these restrictions — had no idea that both Wollner and 
Bischoffswerder were one-time members of the occult Order of the ‘Knights of 
the Strict Observance’ led by the swindler Gugomos, the order with whom 
Heine’s great-uncle, the ‘Chevalier’, had been involved in his most bizarre 
adventure.*+ 

While Wollner institutionalized Prussia’s state hypocrisy, Bischoffswerder 
had persuaded the malleable King not only to join Austria in the War of the 
First Coalition, but to prevail upon the Duke of Brunswick to issue the mani- 
festo threatening nothing less than the destruction of Paris.5 When the hesitant 
Brunswick signed that ill-conceived manifesto, he was not only unwittingly 
sealing the fate of Louis XVI, but thwarting Danton’s hopes of saving the 
peace. In provoking, at Valmy, a French cannonade that continued to reverber- 
ate ‘around the world’, Brunswick had in a sense signed the first ‘marching 
orders’ Heinrich Heine and his generation were to receive in their cradles. 

Although the Terror in France somewhat cooled enthusiasm for the Revolu- 
tion in Germany, some of her best minds, young and old, continued to uphold 
its principles. In 1793 the Duke of Wiirttemberg was alarmed to hear that stu- 
dents at the Tübingen Theological Seminary, where Hegel was about to com- 
plete his fifth and final year, had not only publicly justified the execution of the 
French King but had demonstratively planted a ‘Liberty Tree’. At the 300- 
year-old cloister of the Tiibingen Stift, seminarists wore dark monkish cassocks 
and lived in narrow cells, studying official Church doctrine and Gospel interpre- 
tation on stipends provided by the Duke Charles Eugene (‘Serenissimus’, as he 
was referred to in the annals of the Stift) against a written pledge that they 
would seek no employment other than as evangelical priests or as school teach- 
ers. Studying that year were three young seminarists who were to make their 
lasting mark on German thought. They were Hegel and Schelling, later to 
contend for the title of Germany’s premier philosopher; and the poet Hölderlin. 

‘Nowhere else’, Hegel wrote a few years later, was ‘the old system so well and 
truly reproduced [fortgepflanzt] as at the Stift with its dogmatic teaching, its 
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clerical hierarchy, cloistered way of life, prayer meetings and fixed, monoto- 
nous routine. In spite of their seclusion from the events raging in the outside 
world, many of the students had read Rousseau and Voltaire on the sly. 
Schelling, who was 18 and one of the top students, had translated the words of 
the recently composed Marseillaise, and the German version had been sung 
with great fervour at a public concert. One student had actually run away to 
France to join the Republican army. 

The Duke paid several visits to the Stift to investigate the situation in person. 
On one occasion, accompanied by the Duchess, courtiers and the Danish 
Ambassador, he reminded the staff — in the presence of the students assembled 
in the refectory — that their task was to produce ‘loyal shepherds’ to Wiirttem- 
berg’s 600,000 souls. In the course of another visit, in May 1793,° the Duke 
asked the Ephor (a Spartan-derived title for Rector) whether it was true that 
some of the students had formed a political or ‘parliamentary’ debating society 
on the model of the Jacobin clubs. The Ephor, C.E Schnurrer, paled visibly but 
made light of the ‘club’ by assuring ‘Serenissimus’ that it was nothing but a sort 
of ‘ragging’ society. As for the famous ‘Liberty Tree’ — famous for Hegel’s sup- 
posed involvement in an outright pro-revolutionary demonstration — one of the 
many and conflicting versions sums up what happened as follows: ‘A bust of 
Liberty was placed upon a balcony between busts of Brutus and Demosthenes. 
The room resounded with patriotic speeches. Two young student-members of 
the club got up and went to the outskirts of the town, to plant a Liberty Tree: 
their names were Schelling and Hegel.’ 

According to another version, the tree was ‘set up in the marketplace’, with 
the poet Hölderlin as Hegel’s accomplice in a public gesture of solidarity with 
the French fight for liberty.” Though the tree-planting is sometimes placed in 
the spring, it apparently took place — if at all — on 14 July 1793, to mark the 
fourth anniversary of the Fall of the Bastille. Whether based on fact or not, the 
myth of the ‘Liberty Tree’ planted by Hegel reflected the fact that many of the 
Tiibingen students had caught what Schnurrer privately called the infectious 
bug of ‘freedom dizziness’. Some of the Gospel-cramming seminarists were in 
touch with officers and men of General Custine’s armies on the Rhine stationed 
at Mainz, and obtaining revolutionary literature from them. Although most of 
the agitation was verbal, there was enough of it to worry the Duke. For in Paris 
heads had rolled in the dust, and as Hegel soon tersely observed in a letter to 
Schelling, even the heads of the surviving ‘oppressors and gods of the earth’ 
had lost their ‘halo’. 

In this letter, written from republican Switzerland? in April 1795, Hegel — 
stating that once philosophy had demonstrated man’s dignity ‘the people will 
learn to feel it and will not merely demand their rights, which have been trampled 
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in the dust, but will themselves take and appropriate them’ — sounded one of the 
foremost themes that were to preoccupy Heine, Marx and a good many other 
members of the intelligentsia in the first half of the roth century, particularly in 
Germany and in Russia. 

As late as 1798 Kant hailed the Revolution for its discovery in human nature 
of ‘a possibility of moral progress’ hitherto unsuspected by statesmen. France 
had by then been at war with Prussia, Austria, England, Spain, Portugal, and 
had invaded the Netherlands. Yet Kant felt that for all its horrors and ‘tremen- 
dous cost’, so terrible a revolution by a civilized people aroused in the minds of 
all spectators ‘a desire to participate almost verging on enthusiasm’, which 
could only stem from ‘a moral faculty in mankind’. Given that hidden poten- 
tial, Kant, foreseeing the universal effect of the Revolution, concluded that, 
whether it failed or succeeded, it was an event too great to be easily forgotten ‘if 
favourable circumstances should make new experiments of this kind possible.’ 
The admired philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichte, too, like Hegel, held at this 
time that ‘the hopes and very existence of mankind’ hung on the hoped-for 
‘victory of the French Republic’. 

In 1801, Tsar Alexander I ascended the throne of the Russian Empire. Three 
years earlier, Bonaparte had driven the Austrians to within 160 kilometres of 
Vienna, the French annexed Geneva, occupied Berne and Rome, and carried off 
the Pope. Then on 9 November 1799, having returned from the Battle of the 
Nile and the siege of Acre, Bonaparte overthrew the Directory in a military 
coup and became Consul, then (in 1802) First Consul for life, and eventually 
named himself Emperor. Faced with these dizzying events, few could say 
whether they were still part of the revolutionary ‘war of the peoples against the 
kings’ which Paris had promised to stir up — on the morally defensible grounds 
of safeguarding the Revolution and her natural frontiers — in answer to the ‘war 
of the kings’ who had sent their armies to invade France. Did Bonaparte’s 
actions prove the triumph of that ‘liberty’ which the Revolution had promised 
to bring to all the ‘oppressed nations’, or did they signal the fact that the 
Moloch of Revolution, spitting fire in endless battles of conquest and aggran- 
dizement abroad, represented some form of divine retribution for Europe’s col- 
lective sins? 

It could be asked why the ‘most famous statesmen’ had made so many mis- 
takes and the ‘best generals’ been defeated, and ‘how the most criminal of all 
men could triumph over the whole world’ — unless God had decided to punish 
France and the whole of Europe for abandoning religion and morality. This was 
the reactionary view propagated in Switzerland and Russia by Count Joseph de 
Maistre, a French émigré who ended up as Sardinia’s envoy to the Imperial 
Court in St Petersburg. On the basis that man’s nature was innately sinful and 
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wicked, De Maistre held that mankind, unless it was to fall into anarchy, had to 
pass through the periodic purgatory of war according to some suprarational, 
divine scheme. 

The start of the 19th century, coinciding with Harry Heine’s childhood, was 
thus a time of crisis, of promise as well as great confusion. Less than a quarter- 
century after the American Revolution, the old world with all its familiar tradi- 
tions was breaking down in Europe. 

The boy who became Heinrich Heine was a born nonconformist. Whatever 
the mix of genetic and environmental factors that went into the making of his 
personality, he was no child prodigy at school, but a boy set apart by his origi- 
nal way of thinking, his extraordinary sensitiveness and poetic imagination. 
His mother’s constant harping on his ability to achieve distinction and influ- 
ence in this or that field may have strengthened Harry’s feeling that he was 
meant for great things. But it had the disastrous effect of creating a conflict 
between the rationalist approach she tried to instil in him and his own inclina- 
tions and emotional needs. As if that and the contradictory influence of his 
easy-going but basically unrealistic father were not enough, the three changes 
of government he experienced in Diisseldorf before he was ro influenced his 
schooling and affected his environment. 

In September 1807, a year and a half after the town became part of the 
Grand Empire, Harry Heine entered the first of the two preparatory classes of 
the Lyceum, which shortly afterwards — under a decree signed by Napoleon — 
was organized on the model of the French lycée. The Lyceum was situated in 
the former Jesuit college, and though Napoleon’s educational reforms are a 
matter of controversy, he did take the church out of the schools and established 
the principle of lay education for all. Compared to what it had been under the 
Jesuits, the Lyceum, staffed by a motley group of Franciscan monks, Jesuits and 
French émigrés, was opened up to new ideas. In a tribute to its headmaster, the 
‘respected’ Rector Agidius Schallmeyer, Heine was to write that this liberal- 
minded and rationalist Catholic priest acquainted him with ‘all the systems of 
the freethinkers’, demonstrating — ‘without the slightest neglect of his sacerdo- 
tal duties’ — that religion and scepticism could ‘co-exist peacefully and without 
hypocrisy.’ 

Harry, however, was nearly 15 by the time he was promoted to Schallmeyer’s 
philosophy class, and up to then he had been exposed to a disconcerting jumble 
of conflicting influences. In 1804, when he was only 7, he started his primary 
education at a Catholic public school, while at the same time attending a commu- 
nal Jewish school, run by a man named Rintelsohn, in Diisseldorf’s Ratinger- 
strasse, Little is known of either school, except that the primary one was situated 
in a ‘musty Franciscan cloister’, while Rintelsohn’s was of the traditional heder or 
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‘Talmud Torah’ type common until World War II in every European shtetl. In 
these schools the boys first learned to recite the Torah in singsong fashion in 
Hebrew, according to certain cantillation accents called shalsheleth. In one of the 
most famous of his ‘Hebrew Melodies’,’° combining a variety of themes with the 
purported life-story of the medieval philosopher-poet Yehuda Halevi but con- 
taining obvious autobiographical elements, Heine was to reproduce a child’s 
impression not only of the strange-looking Torah script — ‘lovely, picturesquely 
hieroglyphic, old Chaldean squared-off letters, derived out of the childhood of 
the world’ — but the thrill to his tongue of reciting ‘this ancient text, the book of 
God’, in gurgling, cantillating fashion: 


And with loving care he gurgled 
Those fat gutturals right gladly, 
And the quaver, the Shalsheleth, 
He trilled like a feathered warbler... 


Harry was to attend Rintelsohn’s school until he was 13 — i.e., he continued to 
warble the Old Testament even as he went through the Catholic primary 
school. And from the age of 8 or ọ, he and the other boys at Rintelsohn’s, sitting 
in pairs, would rehearse the dialectical method of Talmudic disputation, ques- 
tioning and challenging each other on subtle points of religious law, or Halacha 
— e.g., whether ‘an egg laid on the Sabbath’ may or may not be consumed — dis- 
cussed in the Babylonian Talmud. 


Yes, his father early led him 
To the pages of the Talmud, 
And thereby he laid before him 
The Halacha, that prodigious 
School of fencing, where the greatest 
Of the dialectic athletes 
In the Babylonian contest 
Used to carry on their war games. 


In this wide-ranging poem, in which he substituted his father for Rintelsohn, 
Heine suggested that by these intellectual ‘fencing’ exercises he learned to 
‘master every art and science of polemic’.'’ At the same time, while speaking 
of Yehuda Halevi, he indicated his own predilection as a child for the poetic 
parables and legends of the non-legal part of the Talmud — the so-called Agga- 
da: when his heart felt ‘dry and dusty’ from the hair-splitting debates about 
‘the plaguy egg that a hen laid on a feast day’, or about ‘some equally profound’ 
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question, he fled for solace of the spirit ‘to the blossom-filled Aggada’. Compa- 
ring its old fables, myths and legends, ‘festive songs and wise old sayings, droll 
exaggerations also’, yet bubbling and sparkling with ‘faith’s old power’ and fire, 
to that ‘eighth wonder of the world’, the hanging gardens of Babylon, he wrote 
that his childish fancy 


Was enraptured by the sweetness, 
Wild and wonderful adventure, 
And the strangely aching gladness, 
And the fabled thrills and shivers 
Of that blissful secret world, 
Of that mighty revelation 
Which we title poesy. 


To commute from the ‘blissful secret world’ of Talmudic lore and legend which 
stirred his poetic imagination to the different atmosphere of the Catholic clois- 
ter school must, on the face of it, have been an unsettling experience for an 
impressionable boy — for more reasons than one. For one thing, the Franciscan 
headmaster of the primary school, Padre Dickerscheit, was not the type of 
liberal-minded and rationalist clergyman Harry was later to meet in Schall- 
meyer at the Lyceum. For another, the Bavarian edict of 18 June 1804 — which 
for the first time admitted Jewish children to the public schools — contained the 
typical observation that ‘the liberal principles of unrestricted tolerance’ could 
not be applied to the Jews ‘without detriment to the civic society’. 

There has been a century-long and still continuing discussion about how 
much Jewish tradition Harry really picked up at Rintelsohn’s school. The opin- 
ions expressed range from ‘probably not much’, through the more balanced 
observation that ‘Jewishness remained a significant factor in his thought and 
feeling even after his formal acceptance into the Protestant Church’, to the view 
that his ‘rootedness in the Jewish tradition is the key to Heine’s work.’ Fruitless 
attempts have been made to establish the exact quality of Jewish life Heine 
imbibed at home as a child, and the debate has included quibbling about how 
much of Hebrew and its grammar he really knew, as though Harry Heine was to 
become a Hebrew scholar, and not a German poet.'? 

The fact is that Hebrew at the time was a ‘holy language’ reserved for Bible 
study and prayer. It was not a living or spoken language, which it became only 
upon the birth of Zionism, and the probability is that at Rintelsohn’s Harry 
received no instruction in Hebrew at all, for — as Margarita Pazi has pointed 
out — it was not studied as a special discipline, and its use in everyday life was 
frowned upon ‘almost as blasphemy’. Harry was introduced to the Old Testament 
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and some Talmud texts in the original, but each sentence chanted by the pupils 
was translated by the teacher into German or Yiddish. Harry’s Jewish educa- 
tion stopped in his thirteenth or bar-mitzvah year, and though he later supple- 
mented it from other sources for his symbolic treatment of Yehuda Halevi and 
other historic figures and themes, he reproduced in the poem under review, 
accurately and in a manner reflecting his own childhood experience at Rintel- 
sohn’s, both the curriculum and the traditional method of Torah and Talmud 
study still in use today in schools of this type.’3 

Whereas the parallel debate about Heine’s firm or loose attachment to Judaism 
— which has not been helped by the frequent and befuddling changes of his own 
attitude towards it — is in itself significant, the issue of the profundity of his Jew- 
ish learning is in a way pointless. For Heine became neither a Judaist nor a Heb- 
raist. In his mid-twenties he delved into, and was greatly impressed by, Israel’s 
glorious and tragic long history. But what has been said of the portraits of Jews in 
his work is even truer of the Jewish subjects he treated: ‘They form only one 
strain in a most varied tapestry.’ And his approach to them, as to all others, was so 
multi-faceted and rich in combining past and present, facts and symbols, that in 
the midst of discussing the intellectual and poetic inspiration purportedly found 
in the Talmud by his medieval hero, Yehuda Halevi, Heine, suddenly and not 
untypically, delivered himself of his view of the poet’s ideal, sovereign position 
above the multitude, as a ‘star and beacon for his age, light and lamp among his 
people’, a position he himself aspired to in the imperfect society of his day. 

But Heine’s childhood experiences are important for their influence on the 
development of his character and personality. The very language of the Bavar- 
ian edict admitting him to the Catholic primary school — the only primary 
school in town — is enough to show that even in tolerant Diisseldorf he was 
made aware at an early age that to be Jewish meant at best to be accepted on 
sufferance. Although his mother, raised on the watered-down deism of the 
Enlightenment, took no great interest in religion, his father Samson, whether 
from piety or genuine love of tradition — not to mention his capacity as presi- 
dent of Diisseldorf’s ‘Society for the Practice of Philanthropy and the Recital of 
Psalms’ — adhered to a simple orthodoxy. Harry grew up in a traditional, if not 
excessively strict, Jewish atmosphere, observing the various commandments — 
on one occasion, according to his childhood friends, refusing to help put out a 
fire on the Sabbath — and his explicable and occasional later difficulties with 
complicated Hebrew or Judaic matters notwithstanding, he was sufficiently 
familiar with the synagogue prayer service, with some of the terminology and 
thematics of the Talmud, and the ritual of the Passover seder, the Feast of 
Tabernacles and other feast-days to infuse some of his prose, and more espe- 
cially his poems, with their authentic flavour. "4 
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In short, as a child he accepted his Jewishness so naturally that on the occa- 
sion when his ‘monosyllabic’ father one Sunday told him that his grandfather 
had been “a little Jew with a long beard,’ Harry hastened ‘to impart this impor- 
tant news to my classmates’ next morning, before class had started at ‘the musty 
Franciscan cloister school’. As some of the boys grimaced and jumped about in 
a parody of the little Jew, Padre Dickerscheit came rushing into the room. Red 
with anger, he started an interrogation, but as no culprit came forward, he 
decided that Harry was to blame for starting it all and gave him a hiding. 

‘The hollow cane with which I was beaten was yellow, the stripes it left on 
my back were dark blue. I have never forgotten them,’ Heine was to write in his 
Memoirs. ‘As atrocities go’, it has been remarked, the incident ‘does not weigh 
very heavily’, but little ‘Red Harry’ — the satirist who was mercilessly to mock 
and flay men and situations — seems to have smarted with a sense of unjust 
humiliation strong enough to make him recall it nearly 50 years later. Proud and 
sensitive, he was a vulnerable boy. One other childhood experience he chose to 
record concerned the ‘misfortune’ of being called Harry, a foreign-sounding 
name to German ears. Harry liked his name well enough until, at an early age, 
his playmates, not without malice, began to tease him and made him wince by 
calling him ‘Harruh’, the cry with which the local Dreckmichel, the scavenger 
who collected the refuse piled up every morning in front of the houses, whip- 
ped up his donkey. 

‘My homonymity with the mangy, long-eared quadruped turned my life into 
a nightmare. Big boys would pass me shouting “Harruh!” Small ones greeted 
me in the same fashion, but at a respectful distance.’ The cry of ‘Harruh’ even 
followed him to the Franciscan primary school. On his final sickbed in Paris, 
‘bereft of any further hope of ever reappearing in society, and unfettered by 
personal vanity’, Europe’s great cosmopolitan, born Chaim, to be baptized 
Christian Johann Heinrich — Henry to the French, Enrico to the Italians, yet for 
a long time Harry to most people — was to confess that the stinging, rankling 
ridicule attracted by his name ‘poisoned and embittered’ the best years of his 
childhood and youth. 

To be sure, Harry had friends, both at the Franciscan primary school and at 
the Lyceum in the Jesuit College: Joseph Neunzig, Christian Sethe, son of the 
presiding judge of Berlin’s Court of Appeals, to whom he became particularly 
attached, and Samuel Prag. Nor was Harry a helpless or wholly innocent boy. 
The quick-witted stratagems he resorted to from kindergarten age to puberty 
in order, first, to get himself transferred from Frau Hinderman’s ‘birdcage’ of 
trilling little girls to Riltensohn’s more interesting boys’ school, and next, to get 
rid of the series of unwanted private teachers imposed on him by his mother, 
show that he knew how to fend for himself. Though based on family anecdotes, 
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the tactics he used in his childhood, when taken together, add up almost to a 
paradigm prefiguring the defensive-aggressive style that was to become charac- 
teristic of him. He was an imaginative boy with a lively mind and cheerful dis- 
position, but emotionally high-strung, and reacted with anger, sometimes 
irrationally and spitefully, when hurt. 

Though his mother did not take his ‘Harruh’ trouble very seriously — when 
he complained to her ‘all she said was that I should try to learn more and be 
clever and then no one would be able to mistake me for a donkey’ — it taught 
him something about xenophobia with a mildly anti-Semitic tinge. Whether or 
not the sensitiveness he developed about his first name had anything to do with 
his later signing his first published poem with the atrocious pseudonym Sy 
Freudhold Riesenhalf — an anagram made up by the transposition of the letters 
Harry Heine, Düsseldorf — it certainly did not increase his inner security or his 
trust in people. 

The rise of Napoleon Bonaparte and his conquests had kindled his mother’s 
idea that her son must have the type of education fitting him for a suitably high 
post in the administration of the waxing French empire. This self-defeating 
pragmatism — Harry later ascribed the sense of frustration induced in him by 
her setting him objectives in which, for all his striving, he was by nature des- 
tined to fail — added to the contradictory pulls exerted on the boy’s spirit. 
Although Heine was to write that ‘this, more than all world-events, determined 
my future’, the momentous developments leading to the collapse of Prussia and 
the Habsburg empire were critical to his immediate environment, and as 
reflected in his work, affected him in many more ways than those related to his 
schooling. 


In September 1804, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, 32 years old and at that 
time a Privatdozent, or unsalaried lecturer (receiving only the students’ fees), at 
the University of Jena, had asked Goethe to put in a word on his behalf if and 
when the university’s ‘most serene benefactors should decide on new professor- 
ial appointments’. The most august of these benefactors was that bohemian 
prince and patron of the arts, His Serene Highness the Duke of Sachsen- 
Weimar, who employed Goethe as his chief Minister. Hegel eventually submit- 
ted a ‘most obedient application’ for the post of an assistant professor; but it was 
to take time before this was granted. 

In March 1804 Bonaparte had ordered a raid into the neutral Duchy of 
Baden, where his troops kidnapped the duc d’Enghien, a prince of the blood, 
and brought him to France for trial by a military court. This followed upon the 
discovery by Fouché of a plot on the life of the First Consul — involving, among 
others, a royalist émigré, Cadoutal, who had landed in France with British help. 
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As Cadoutal confessed that the aim of the conspiracy was to restore the monar- 
chy under ‘a French prince of the ancien régime’, Bonaparte — deciding that the 
innocent duc d’Enghien was the prince referred to — expressly arranged to have 
him summarily sentenced and shot. The judicial outrage shocked even some of 
his own supporters, including Joséphine. Bonaparte justified his act by saying 
that the Bourbons at the time had ‘sixty paid assassins in Paris’ hired to kill 
him. His worry that if he fell to a bullet his regime would collapse was shared 
by all those who had taken part in the Revolution or profited by it. ‘The regi- 
cides, the bourgeoisie and the peasants who now enjoyed the nationalized lands 
of the Church’ all felt that if that happened ‘they were threatened with a return 
to Jacobin anarchy or a Bourbon restoration.’ 

The plot and the public sympathy it created were exploited by Napoleon to 
have the Senate proclaim him hereditary Emperor of the French Republic — as 
it still was — but he bore that strange title only for some months until, ordering 
Pope Pius VII to Paris for 2 December 1804, he had himself anointed by His 
Holiness at Notre Dame and then, picking up the circles of golden laurel leaves 
from the altar, crowned himself (and afterwards the kneeling Joséphine) with 
his own hands, as though to indicate that his power stemmed from no heavenly 
source via the Church, but from his own person embodying the people’s will. 

‘Now he will be the most famous of tyrants in history,’ raged the young, 
recently installed Tsar Alexander I (as did Beethoven in practically the same 
words, striking out his dedication of the Eroica Symphony to Napoleon in 
protest against the ‘tyrant’), Since the Tsar’s wife was a princess of Baden, 
where the murdered duc d’Enghien had been abducted in violation of its terri- 
tory, he had strongly protested the double illegality. Talleyrand had sent back a 
cynical note — dictated by Bonaparte when he was still First Consul — alluding 
to the murder of Tsar Paul and suggesting that a person implicated in the assas- 
sination of his own father had better not ask questions concerning an execution 
which had been necessary for the peace and stability of France. The Tsar had 
thereupon broken off relations with France. 

Now Talleyrand hastened to assure the European powers that Napoleon’s 
coronation signified ‘an end to the Revolution’. France, he declared, had a gov- 
ernment in keeping with the traditions which it had maintained for ‘fourteen 
centuries and had abandoned only to lose herself in idealistic byways...’ At the 
same time he added that the anointing and the coronation had rendered the 
Emperor ‘sacred’. 

While his elevation upset all Europe’s sovereigns by its threat to the balance 
of power, none was more alarmed than the Habsburg Emperor Francis II, 
head of the ramshackle but 1,000-year-old ‘Holy Roman Empire of the Ger- 
man Nation’ established by Charlemagne. There could be only one Emperor 
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wearing that hallowed crown. Some of the petty German states belonging to it 
had already been abolished by Napoleon, or had moved over into his camp. 
Francis II, with the suavity of a Habsburg survivalist, had therefore quietly 
begun to style himself by a second, more modest title - Emperor of Austrian 
Possessions — as though foreseeing that he would soon have to make room for 
Napoleon to pose as Charlemagne’s successor. 

In June, after having himself ceremoniously crowned King of Italy in Milan 
Cathedral, Napoleon had annexed Genoa to France. These two high-handed 
acts became the last straw. ‘The man is insatiable: he is the scourge of the 
world,’ Tsar Alexander complained. ‘He wants war, he will get it.’ Indeed, in 
April England had joined Russia, Austria and Sweden in the Third Coalition 
designed to rid Europe of the Corsican menace. William Pitt the Younger’s 
hopes soared that summer. Austria promised to field an army of 250,000 men 
and was to strike at Napoleon’s forces in Italy, immobilizing them south of the 
Alps. British and Swedish troops were to liberate Hanover and Holland. A 
Russian army 200,000 strong was to link up with the bulk of the Austrian army 
north of the Alps and thrust across the Upper Rhine into France. 

Prussia had refused to join, but with half a million men, as Pitt hoped, due to 
strike at Napoleon from several flanks, he had ‘sanguine expectations’ of suc- 
cess. Britain was to contribute 50,000 men and a huge annual sum for the 
upkeep of every 100,000 put into the field by her allies. 

Indeed, by August 1805, Talleyrand was warning Napoleon that an army of 
225,000 under Austria’s General Mack was about to invade Bavaria and cross it 
in the direction of the Rhine. Bavaria was in the French camp, its ruler having 
allied himself with Napoleon. 

Dictating his changed campaign plans in 6 hours, Napoleon — who was at 
Boulogne with 100,000 men lined up and waiting for his fleet to launch the oft- 
postponed invasion of England — wrote to Talleyrand: ‘They have no idea how 
quickly I can make 200,000 men march.’ He could be on the Rhine in 20 days. 
General Mack, thinking it would take him at least 80, began to pour his Aus- 
trian troops into Bavaria on 11 September. But Napoleon had set out from 
Boulogne at the end of August, and before Mack knew it, he had been sur- 
rounded in the fortress of Ulm and had to capitulate with 50,000 troops. 

Napoleon’s fleet, blocked by Nelson at Cadiz, had never reached Boulogne. 
Having moved 190,000 men across the Rhine, Napoleon was launching 7 
columns in forced marches into the heart of Europe. By mid-November he was 
in Vienna. The Emperor had fled with his court to Bohemia. With Napoleon 
installed in Maria Theresa’s castle at Schönbrunn, the first performance of 
Fidelio conducted by Beethoven at the Theater an der Wien took place on 25 
November before a house full of French officers. 
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In September, to guard his flank against Prussia, Napoleon had offered her an 
alliance. In October the Tsar, assuming the name of comte du Nord, travelled 
personally to Berlin for the other side. William Pitt, realizing that, in spite of 
Nelson’s victory at Trafalgar that month, ‘the destiny of Europe’ depended on 
Prussia’s resolve, sent Lord Harrowby. But Prussia’s weak, vacillating King 
Friedrich Wilhelm III — suspecting that Austria might sign a separate peace, and 
fearing the Russian embrace as much as the French — kept wavering and trying 
to guess which side would win, while negotiating with both. Napoleon did not 
wait. Gambling on the fact that Friedrich Wilhelm was no Frederick the Great, 
he sent some of his columns through ‘neutral’ Prussia and by the time the Rus- 
sians had lined up a sizable army in Moravia his Grande Armée was waiting for 
them. Prussia began to have second thoughts. 

Conducting the Tsar into the torchlit vault containing the Hohenzollern 
tombs, Friedrich Wilhelm had at last agreed at the beginning of November to 
join in the war against Napoleon, insisting that he and Alexander seal their 
secret pact in a macabre scene over the casket of Frederick the Great. Even so, 
Lord Harrowby was incensed when he belatedly heard of its terms. In return 
for Prussia’s help the Tsar, like Napoleon before him, had promised her 
Hanover, of which England’s King George III was also Elector; and she would 
under no circumstances act before 15 December — if by then Napoleon had 
rejected a Prussian peace plan for Europe, to be sent in terms of an ‘ultima- 
tum’. In the meantime the Allied armies were to play for time by diverting 
Napoleon. 

As usual, he anticipated them. On 2 December, at Austerlitz, 73,000 soldiers 
of his Grande Armée beat a 90,000-strong Austro-Russian combination after 
he had allowed the Allies to believe that they were outflanking him only to strike 
at and break the centre of their front, inflicting heavy casualties. Achieved in a 
single day — at the end of which the proud young Tsar, seeing most of his army 
‘cut up or dispersed’ and some of them drowning in frozen lakes, sat under an 
apple tree and cried, while Austria’s Francis II was riding away under cover of 
darkness — Napoleon’s victory in the ‘Battle of the Three Emperors’ was not 
only the most brilliant of his career, but placed Europe at his feet, signalling the 
defeat of the last British-backed coalition on the Continent. 

Indeed, Pitt was so shaken by the collapse of his earlier hope that with some 
Prussian exertion they might ‘still see Bonaparte’s army either cut off or driven 
back to France, and Holland recovered before Christmas’ that, declaring 
himself ‘hit at Austerlitz’, he died 7 weeks later. 


In Heine’s native Düsseldorf, capital of the Duchy of Berg, a proclamation 
went up in March 1806 on the door of the town hall. Harry, who was 8 years old 
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at that time, later evoked the scene. ‘A dull anxiety, a funereal air’ hung over the 
town. People crept silently to the market-place, expecting the worst. The tailor 
Kilian, having shuffled up in his Nanking jacket, ‘which he normally wore only 
in the house, stood with his blue woollen stockings hanging down, so that his 
bare legs peeped out mournfully, and his thin lips trembled as he mumbled to 
himself the words on the long paper placard.’ An old war pensioner in a faded 
uniform shed tears that trickled down his scarred, loyal old soldier’s face and 
hung glistening on his white moustaches. 

‘I stood beside him’, Heine went on, ‘and cried with him, then asked him 
why we were weeping. For an answer he read out aloud: “The Prince-Elector 
thanks his subjects for their proven loyalty, and releases them from their oath of 
allegiance”, and at these words he sobbed even more bitterly...’ 

The Prince-Elector was Maximilian Joseph of Bavaria. The Duchy’s previ- 
ous ruler, Karl Theodor of Bavaria and the Palatinate, had lost it — and much 
larger chunks of land besides — in 1792 when, backing the wrong horse, he had 
joined the first Austro-Prussian coalition against the French. France’s revolu- 
tionary armies, occupying Diisseldorf in 1795, had stayed until the Peace of 
Lunéville in 1801. By that time, Karl Theodor having died without issue, Maxi- 
milian Joseph had made good his predecessor’s mistake and recovered the 
Duchy by moving over into Napoleon’s camp. For this, at the ‘Great Paris 
Auction’ of 1803, he had been further rewarded with several cities and sundry 
bishoprics added to the territory of Berg. 

On 15 March 1806, Napoleon issued an imperial decree simultaneously 
enlarging the Duchy and annexing it to France. In exchange for ceding it to 
him, Maximilian Joseph was obtaining the Austrian province of Tyrol. It was 
one of the many changes and transactions effected by the Emperor in the wake 
of his victory at Austerlitz. What’s more, for troops and services supplied to 
Napoleon in that battle and previous campaigns, Bavaria was to be raised to the 
rank of a kingdom, and Maximilian Joseph was to wear its crown. 

The scene recalled by Heine actually took place a week later, on 21 March. 
Maximilian Joseph had ruled the Duchy by proxy. The proclamation which 
went up on the town hall at 11 a.m. was a well-meant farewell signed on his 
behalf by his regent ~ Wilhelm, Duke of Bavaria — who had left Diisseldorf’s 
castle with his family on the zoth. The French were expected to enter the 
town on the morrow of the scene witnessed by Heine. His account of that 
morning went on: ‘Everything became so frighteningly desolate, as if we 
expected the very sun to be eclipsed. The town councillors moved about with 
an air of having been dismissed, and even the mighty Constable looked as if 
his days of authority were over’ and watched indifferently as the town idiot 
stood grimacing on one leg and ‘crackled out the names of French generals, 
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while drunken, deformed Gumpertz rolled in the gutter, singing ‘Ca ira, ça 


ira.’ 


The previous year, in July 1805, Hegel’s ‘most obedient application’ to take up 
the post of an assistant professor at Jena University had finally been granted. 
Twelve students registered for his lectures in logic. Now, in June 1806, an edict 
from Weimar fixed his salary at 100 Thaler per annum. By July, however, in the 
wake of Austria’s defeat at Austerlitz, the Holy Roman Empire of the German 
Nation was falling apart, and August brought a surprise development: Prussia 
had decided to mobilize against Napoleon, and with the Emperor on the 
rampage again, Hegel lost his job and presently had this to report to his friend 
Niethammer: 


Jena. Monday, 13 October, 1806, the day the French occupied Jena 
and the Emperor Napoleon entered its gates. 


Yesterday, towards sundown, I watched the French patrols firing 
simultaneously from Gempenbachthal and the Winzeria. During the 
night the Prussians were driven out of the latter... This morning 
between 8 and ọ the French tirailleurs, and an hour later the regular 
troops, made their entry. It was a fearful hour... I saw the Emperor — 
this world soul — ride through the town and out on reconnaissance... 
It is a marvellous feeling to see such a personality, concentrated in 
one point, en-croaching upon the world and dominating it from 
horseback. 


By sundown on the rqtha scene of carnage stretched from Jena to Auerstadt 13 
miles to the north, Napoleon and his generals having practically annihilated 
Prussia’s army of 171,000, her pride and glory since the days of Frederick the 
Great. Scores of thousands of Prussians, whole battalions that had marched 
into battle in rigid formations, ‘with bands playing and colours flying, as if on 
parade ground’, lay dead. From his vantage point just outside Jena, Napoleon, 
according to General Savary, ‘could see {part of] the Prussian army in full flight’ 
and the French cavalry slashing into them, ‘taking thousands of prisoners.’ 
With Hegel’s house wrecked in the French destruction, with Jena University 
closed and his subsistence gone, one might have expected him to be shocked by 
Prussia’s collapse. Quite to the contrary, he saw Napoleon’s victory as the 
triumph of the new over the old. ‘We stand at the gates of an important epoch,’ 
he had told his students in September, ‘a time of ferment, when spirit moves 
forward in a leap...’ What leaped forward on that embattled 14th of October at 
Jena was a French column which rode into Weimar before nightfall. Hegel, 
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however, had come to regard philosophy as ‘the queen of the sciences’. Ever 
since he had so called it — two years before he saw Napoleon in the distance — he 
hoped to find in it the supreme key for an understanding of political and histor- 
ical reality. Napoleon and the havoc at Jena helped him towards the conclusion 
which he put on paper three months after the bloody battle, shortly before he 
was to find a job as a newspaper editor in Bamberg: ‘Spirit, through conscious- 
ness, intervenes in the way the world is ruled... Then there are bayonets, 
cannon, bodies.’ These were as necessary as ‘the cogs and wheels in a clock’, but 
in themselves they did not rule events. ‘Spirit that subordinates matter to its 
laws’ was the real ruler. An epic like the Z/iad ‘is not thrown together at random, 
neither is a great deed composed of bayonets and cannon. It is spirit that is the 
composer’, just as a clockwork has time for its ‘soul’. 

Groping for the system whereby he would dominate German and much 
European thought from the quiet concentration of his study, Hegel could not 
but admire Napoleon’s new order. When he had spoken in 1804 of philosophy 
as ‘the queen’ or ‘soul’ of the sciences, he meant of course his own philosophy. 
Indirectly comparing himself on that occasion to Luther, who had translated 
the Bible into German, he unabashedly announced his intention to ‘teach phi- 
losophy to speak German. If I succeed, it will henceforth be more difficult for 
the superficial to pose as profundity.’ In Germany, he felt, ‘nothing happens 
spontaneously and as a consequence of one’s own judgement. For where is that 
to be found? And so it will have to be decreed by the will of Heaven, that is to 
say by the Emperor’s will...’ 

For reasons that will become apparent, Hegel saw in Napoleon the great 
‘teacher of constitutional law’ (‘der grosse Staatsrechtslehrer’) who would mod- 
ernize politically mindless, stagnant Prussia. ‘Concepts and bonds linking our 
world together are dissolving and collapsing like a dream picture. A new phase 
of the spirit is preparing itself,’ he had told his students in his September 1806 
lecture (his last before the Battle of Jena), adding that philosophy had to 
welcome its appearance. 

In his preface to The Phenomenology of the Spirit, the first great work he had by 
then completed and sent to the printer, he had written: ‘As in the birth of a child’, 
whose silent and gradual growth in size in the womb ‘is suddenly cut short by the 
first breath drawn —a break in the process, a qualitative change — and the child is 
born,’ so in this period of transition ‘the spirit of the time’ was slowly ripening to 
its new form without completely losing ‘the general look of the previous world’ it 
was fragmenting in the process — until ‘the sunrise in a flash and single stroke’ 
suddenly revealed ‘the form and structure of the new world.’ 

Thus by the autumn of 1806 Hegel would be philosophically contemplating 
the birthpangs of the new world. In Diisseldorf, on the eve of the French entry 
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that spring, the population had been mourning the passage of the old in an 
atmosphere of gloom heavy with forebodings. 

The night after he watched the old war pensioner and the tailor Kilian react- 
ing to the Bavarian regent’s farewell proclamation, Harry, who had been agi- 
tated all afternoon, had a terrible dream in which the world was coming to an 
end. Although his mother made rational efforts to minimize all the talk of 
doomsday, ‘I knew what I knew and would not let myself be talked out of it...’ 
Besides, he had been born in the age of the guillotine. Heads had actually 
rolled, and not only in Gothic tales; and some of Europe’s cleverest men had 
nightmares that spring of 1806, fearing developments that might lead the whole 
of Europe to its grave. 

The Tsar’s armies were retreating to the east in March, and Napoleon was 
hurling threats at any European ruler who ever again summoned the Russian 
‘barbarians’ to his aid. He promised peace, but he was on the march — against 
whom? He had defeated every coalition of British-backed forces on the Conti- 
nent. After Austerlitz, Prussia was the only one of the Big Five — other than 
France — that still had an army worth speaking of. But Prussia at the time was 
still feigning ‘neutrality’ and there was a frightening possibility that Napoleon 
might secretly conspire with the Tsar and make a pact with him. Friedrich 
Gentz had early and perspicaciously warned that such a development would be 
the consummation of the final and most terrible of evils, ‘a union of robbers... 
between the Despot of the East and the Despot of the West’ which was sure to 
spell the end of ‘security and peace in Europe, save for the peace of the grave’. 
With the two tyrants able to divide Asia and Africa between them, they were 
sure to bring down the British Empire and to achieve dominion over most of the 
known world. 

Thus, whether Harry really had that apocalyptic dream, or dreamed it up 
later to illustrate the funereal mood in Düsseldorf on that day, it was a perfect 
satirical-political metaphor in more than one sense. It was a time when a 
number of princes in what was left of the Holy Roman Empire of the 
German Nation were in various states of dread or high spirits, according to 
which side they had put their troops and money on. Some were fleeing with 
their courts. Others were returning. Ambassadors of the various powers 
rumbled in carriages on the choked roads, trying to deliver anxious messages 
or to get out. 

‘In those days’, Harry was to write of the Bavarian regent’s farewell, ‘princes 
were not yet the worried people they are today. Their crowns sat as firmly on 
their heads as though they had been glued there. At bedtime they pulled their 
nightcaps over them and slept peacefully, and peacefully at their feet stumbered 
the people. 
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‘In the morning the people would say, “Good morning, Father,” and the 
princes answered, “Good morning, dear children!” 

The morning after his dream, Harry woke up to the sound of drums in the 
street. The sun was shining, and he was quickly out of bed. In the living room 
his father was talking to the wigmaker and putting on a white smock before 
having his hair powdered. Samson Heine clung to this daily ritual long after 
powdered hair had gone out of fashion. 

Harry walked up to his father and kissed his hand. It tickled his nose with a 
clean fragrance of almond powder. Samson Heine, who did not always look up 
from his desk when accepting the hand-kiss on other mornings, took him 
between his knees. 

‘I hear you had a bad dream,’ he said in a pleasant voice. ‘I want to tell you 
that I had a very nice one about you. I’m very satisfied with you, son,’ he added 
with a smile in his blue eyes. ‘I want you to know that, dear Harry.’ The boy, 
who admired his handsome father, felt secure in his tenderness and was to 
remember the long, golden hair brushing his face as being of a softness compa- 
rable only to that of Chinese floss silk. 

Having put the boy at ease, Samson Heine gave himself over to the attentions 
of the wigmaker, who in the manner of hairdressers kept up a newsy tattle as he 
worked. He related that the new Grand Duke Joachim Murat was going to be 
sworn in at the town hall, ‘that he was from one of the best families, had married 
the Emperor Napoleon’s sister, was really very refined, wore his beautiful black 
hair in curls, would make his entrance into town any minute, and would surely 
find favour with all the ladies. Meanwhile the drumming outside continued, and 
I went out in front of the house and watched the French troops marching in.’ 

The French entry into Düsseldorf, led by General Dupont de |’Etang, actu- 
ally took place on 23 March 1806, a day later than Heine was to recall. But he 
did see Napoleon’s ‘happy soldiers of glory who marched across the world 
singing and playing’, making their entry along the Bolkerstrasse, ‘the serio- 
comic faces of the grenadiers, the bearskin caps, the tricoloured cockades, the 
glittering bayonets, the gay voltigeurs’, marching full of spirit and point d’hon- 
neur and the giant, silverembroidered drum-major ‘tossing his gold-knobbed 
baton as high as the first floor’, while rolling his eyes ‘up to pretty girls filling the 
windows of the second.’ 

It was on the very same day, to Harry’s great joy (and his mother’s dismay), 
that the French tambour LeGrand was billeted on the Heine household. No 
matter how much of his own fancy and barbed wit Harry was later to mix with 
the facts in The Book of LeGrand, there is little doubt that the little Frenchman 
with the fierce moustache was the hero of his childhood and strongly stimu- 
lated his imagination. 
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On the next day, Marshal Joachim Murat, the son of an innkeeper and 
Napoleon’s brother-in-law, arrived to assume the office and regalia of Duke of 
Berg. Harry hurried to the market-place. With other boys he climbed up on the 
equestrian statue of the late Prince-Elector Jan Wilhelm, and over the heads of 
the crowd of burghers and soldiers filling the square, he watched the public 
homage to the new masters, ‘It was as if the world had been freshly painted. A 
new coatof-arms hung on the town hall; the iron banisters on its balcony were 
draped in embroidered velvet; French grenadiers stood guard; the old town 
councillors had put on new faces and wore their Sunday jackets and looked at 
each other in French and said “bon jour”. At last, to the sound of trumpets, 
Murat made his appearance and took his place among the notables on the 
balcony. The lord mayor, conspicious in a red coat, could be seen gesticulating 
as he welcomed the French in a speech ‘that stretched in length like India 
rubber... I could distinctly understand many of the phrases, for instance that 
“they want to make us happy”, and at these last words the trumpets were 
blown, the banners waved, the drums beaten and the people shouted Vivat! 

What Harry was hearing was Murat’s proclamation of the new liberties ~ 
free trade, and an end to the petty customs limitations among the former 
German states; civic equality, an end to aristocratic privileges, and a chance for 
the bourgeoisie — hitherto without influence at court, though recognized as one 
of the three estates, by the side of the nobility and the clergy — to have a say in 
the conduct of affairs. And there was to be justice and deliverance for those so 
far considered unfit even to be reckoned among the classes of the existing social 
order — the peasants, still treated practically as serfs, and the Jews. 

Murat that day actually did vow to make ‘the people happy’, later repeating 
this pledge before the Duchy’s officials. When Heine evoked the scene in the 
market-place 20 years later he wrote that while he was himself shouting ‘Vivat 
he had to cling for dear life to the metal horse’s high-flung neck, for he sud- 
denly felt dizzy — ‘The people seemed to me to be standing on their heads, and 
the world whirling and turning about’ — thus encapsulating in a few words the 
whirlwind events and changes that marked the world of his childhood. 

Murat, however, did not stay long in Diisseldorf, being too busy with Napo- 
leon’s campaigns. By the autumn of 1806, even as he was being elevated to the 
rank of Grand Duke of the enlarged territory of Berg and Cleves, he was taking 
part in the battle of Jena and before nightfall the same day he was riding at the 
head of his cavalry into Weimar, and on to Erfurt and Berlin. 


On 24 October 1806, before entering Berlin, Napoleon stopped for three days at 


Potsdam. He stayed at Sans-Souci, Frederick the Great’s pleasure palace on a 
hill. From its colonnaded balustrade he looked down on the vista of oak and 
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maple forests and 6 garden terraces leading down between fountains, obelisks 
and pavilions to a river. 

Napoleon, who found Sans-Souci ‘very agreeable’, also went down to the 
Hohenzollern vault to pay his respects to the military and administrative genius 
who had raised Prussia — once the land of the heathen Pruzzi, or Borussi — from 
a thinly inhabited bog of marshes and Baltic forests to a European power. 

‘Hats off, gentlemen,’ he is reported to have said to his officers as he stood 
before the tomb of Frederick the Great. ‘If he was still alive, we should not be 
here.’ 

Indeed, in the two decades since Frederick the Great’s death Prussia had 
pursued an unreliable course, defecting from the War of the First Coalition, 
then keeping Europe on tenterhooks by staying put and finally staggering back 
and forth between contradictory alliances. Since letting her Russian and Habs- 
burg partners go down at Austerlitz she had, in spite of the compact sworn by 
Friedrich Wilhelm IH with Tsar Alexander in that same vault, allied herself 
with Napoleon in exchange for being allowed to keep Hanover, which belonged 
to England. It was only on learning in the summer of 1806 that Napoleon, with 
equal duplicity, was offering to return Hanover to England that the wavering 
Friedrich Wilhelm IJI — giving in to the promptings of the vivacious Queen 
Luise and ‘the war party’ among his quarreling advisers — had rashly, without 
waiting for Russian help, decided to teach Napoleon a lesson and sent his troops 
to disaster in the battle of Jena. 

Now, a bare 10 days since that battle — on the eve of which Hegel had caught a 
glimpse of the emperor on horseback — Prussia ‘lay. shattered, her once-proud 
army practically demolished, its myth gone, its aging commanders dead or humil- 
iated. On the eve of the battle, Prussia’s 71-year-old generalissimo, the Duke Fer- 
dinand of Brunswick, had sorrowfully complained to Friedrich Gentz: ‘I can 
hardly answer for myself, and now I am required to be responsible for others.’ 
Shot through both eyes at Jena, he died shortly afterwards. The King’s handsome 
and unhappy but heroic brother, Prince Louis Ferdinand of Prussia, had been 
killed in the battle. Schmettau, the infantry commander, had been mortally 
wounded; Marshal von Moilendorf was a prisoner in French hands; Prince von 
Hohenlohe had fled to Stettin, on the river Oder. Within a matter of three weeks 
since Jena, however, the Prussian fortresses of Magdeburg, Kustrin, Spandau and 
finally Stettin, too, surrendered one after another. Lieutenant-General Gebhard 
Leverecht von Blucher tried to fight his way from the Oder to the neutral port of 
Lübeck in the hope of escaping to Sweden, but Murat and his cavalry soon caught 
up with him and took him prisoner together with his remaining 6,000 men. 

Prussia’s entire general staff had been wiped out or captured, and 140,000 
of her soldiers were in French hands. Released on his parole d’honneur and 
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presently exchanged for a French general, Blucher was yet to take his revenge 
on Napoleon. 

Upon entering Berlin in triumph on 27 October, Napoleon began dictating 
his terms for peace, which were so harsh for Prussia that its dispossessed King, 
who had fled to East Prussia, at first refused to accept them. Napoleon also pro- 
claimed the ‘Continental System’, which closed all European ports, including 
those of the neutral countries (which were implicitly threatened with invasion 
if they disobeyed), to British shipping. 

By 15 December, passing through the Prussian part of Poland, Napoleon 
was entering Warsaw, into which the dashing Murat had led a French contin- 
gent before the end of November. Far from contemplating ‘the supreme folly’ 
of restoring the Polish kingdom — and drawing fire from both Austria and 
Russia, the two other beneficiaries of its repeated partitions ~ he encouraged 
the upsurge of Polish hopes sufficiently to gain him not only the favours of the 
beautiful and patriotic Countess Marie Walewska but food for his troops as well 
as volunteer contingents of splendid Polish cavalry. A Russian army, however, 
was on the move against him. Originally dispatched to help Prussia, it threat- 
ened the French flank and Napoleon’s communications with Berlin. One more 
battle was required to impose peace on Russia and make her join the blockade 
against England. 

It turned out, however, that he had miscalculated. At Eylau, at the beginning 
of February 1807, Napoleon and three of his famous marshals — Soult, 
Augereau and Murat — fought a calamitous and indecisive battle. With Soult’s 
and Augereau’s troops mowed down in the blinding snowstorm by Russian 
guns, and at one point by their own, Murat prevented a complete defeat, but 
Napoleon lost 23 generals and 18,000 to 25,000 men, more than the Russians. 
Though Napoleon claimed victory, the Grande Armée had fared badly in its 
first encounter with blizzards and the rigours of winter warfare. Vulnerable and 
no longer invincible, it was forced to fall back and lick its wounds in East 
Prussia. 

If Tsar Alexander I saw this as a good opportunity for a new coalition — the 
fourth — to defeat Napoleon, he had reckoned without Napoleon’s resource- 
fulness. In April, while the Tsar rushed to Memel to prop up the disconsolate 
Friedrich Wilhelm with a promise to help him drive the French out of Prussia, 
Napoleon made preparations for a summer campaign with an army reinforced 
by fresh conscripts. By mid-June, having crushed the Russians at Friedland and 
achiéved a victory which he termed ‘as decisive as Austerlitz, Marengo and 
Vienna’, a jubilant Napoleon and a chastized but imperturbable-looking Alexan- 
der made highfalutin ‘peace’ overtures to one another which led to their historic, 
and brilliantly stage-managed, ‘summit’ meeting at Tilsit, on the river Niemen. 
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The Tilsit treaty of 9 July 1807, ostensibly designed ‘to assure the happiness 
and tranquillity of the globe’, in fact divided Europe between the two emper- 
ors, the west and centre becoming Napoleon’s recognized preserve, the east, 
from Finland down to Turkey, going to Alexander. Publicly the Tsar was to 
mediate a peace between England and France. In secret clauses, however, 
Alexander, knowing that Whitehall would never accept Napoleon’s outrageous 
terms, had agreed to declare war on England and to join the blockade against 
her, thus changing sides and losing much important trade into the bargain. In 
exchange, Napoleon undertook to ‘mediate’ in the war he had incited Turkey to 
declare on Russia, promising that within three months of failure he would join 
the Tsar’s forces against the Sultan. 

Under the treaty, Alexander was given a free hand to wrest Finland from 
Sweden, another ex-ally, so that ‘the belles of St Petersburg’ should no longer 
be perturbed by ‘the roar of Swedish guns’ (Napoleon). Besides Sweden, the 
Tsar had undertaken to force Denmark to join in the alliance against Britain, all 
for the avowed purpose of coercing the latter to make peace. The British reac- 
tion was the bombardment of Copenhagen and the seizure of the large Danish 
fleet in September. Ingeniously Napoleon got the Tsar to withdraw his naval 
forces from the Mediterranean and to return thé Ionian Islands to French sov- 
ereignty by making Alexander believe that they might in any case eventually 
divide Turkey between themselves. He had, however, no intention of letting 
Alexander have Constantinople and strategic ‘control of the whole world’ at the 
Dardanelles. An unexpected result of the vision of an Eastern Empire he 
dangled before the eyes of his new ally was that Alexander — who had never 
dreamed of it — suddenly woke up to the fact that Constantinople was as vital to 
Russia as ‘the key to my house’. 

As for Prussia, Napoleon cut up the territory of this ‘nasty nation with its 
nasty army, a power which has betrayed everyone’, to carve out of it the Grand 
Duchy of Warsaw in the east. All western Prussia went to create the Kingdom 
of Westphalia, Napoleon at the same time making good his vow to remove the 
rapacious Prince Wilhelm IX of Hesse-Cassel by joining his dominions to the 
new Westphalian creation. The Prince, who was a Prussian Fieldmarshal, had 
fled to Schleswig and Denmark, and Napoleon, having laid hands on his palaces 
and some of his hidden treasures, was trying to confiscate his assets all over 
Europe. Brunswick, too, was incorporated into Westphalia. Danzig became a 
‘free city’ but with a French garrison. Altogether, Napoleon deprived Prussia of 
half her territories and more than 4 million of her 9 million people. In despair 
at the ‘frightful terms’ imposed on his country, the tongue-tied Friedrich 
Wilhelm III sent Queen Luise to soften the Emperor’s heart. Napoleon 
received her in his study with the brusque question: ‘How did you dare to make 
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war against me, Madame, with such feeble means at your disposal?’ The Queen, 
a sad but charming and dignified figure, replied that they had been ‘blinded by 
the glory of the great Frederick’ into misjudging ‘the true state of Prussia’s 
strength.’ Talleyrand thought this a superb reply. Napoleon, however, was: 
stung by the implied hint that glory was transitory. To Joséphine he wrote that 

Queen Luise’s ‘coquetry’ left him unmoved. ‘I am an oilcloth on which all that 
sort of thing runs off.’ Anyhow, truncated Prussia was further made to bear the 
cost of the war by a heavy indemnity of 140 million francs, pending payment of 
which some of her fortresses were to be garrisoned by French troops. 

When the two emperors left Tilsit in different directions on g July, Napoleon 
had once more changed the map of Europe to show his imperial sway extending 
from the border of Denmark and Liibeck on the Baltic to the straits of Messina 
in the south. The Kingdom of Naples was ruled by his brother Joseph Bona- 
parte; Holland by his brother Louis; in the centre the German states which had 
formed the Confederation of the Rhine depended on him as their suzerain and 
were under his direct control; so, between the Rhine and the Elbe, was the new 
Kingdom of Westphalia, where a month after Tilsit his youngest brother, 
Jérôme, was created king. Prussia, or what was left of it, was now his compul- 
sory ally, as was the reduced Austrian Empire to the south. And from Saxony, 
across a sausage-like strip of Prussia, the Grand Duchy of Warsaw — placed 
under the rule of the newly elevated Saxon King Frederick Augustus, who had 
opportunely defected to his side three days after the battle of Jena — protruded 
right to the Russian border. 

Since the entry of his ‘soldiers of Liberty’ into Düsseldorf at the end of 
March 1806, Napoleon had thus become the direct or indirect master of practi- 
cally the entire Continent. With his invasion of Portugal before the end of 
1807, and the occupation of Spain to follow, his dominion soon extended from 
the Atlantic to the Vistula and the Niemen. And with Alexander ruling from 
the Niemen to the Pacific, it seemed for a moment that the two of them might 
indeed divide the world. 

Having got a free hand at Tilsit to strike at England’s ally Portugal, Napo- 
leon decided to kill two birds with one stone and to conquer Spain as well, 
ousting the Bourbons from its throne, as he had vowed to do shortly after the 
occupation of Berlin. The ‘Spanish affair’, which he lived to regret, is of inter- 
est not only because it sparked the first national revolt against the mighty con- 
queror, but because it provided evidence of the level of degeneracy to which 
some of the Bourbons had sunk and the degree of trickery and deceit Napoleon 
was capable of adding to his sheer bullying. 

In order to occupy Spain ‘without striking a blow’ while ostensibly concerned 
only with punishing recalcitrant Portugal for not adhering to the blockade of 
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England, Napoleon concluded in October 1807 a secret treaty with the infamous 
Manuel de Godoy, promising this unscrupulous premier of Spain to make him 
king of southern Portugal. 

Even before signing this treaty, Napoleon had sent an army under Marshal 
Junot to advance through Spain on Portugal. It reached Lisbon before the end 
of November, only to find that the Portuguese royal family had sailed for their 
colony of Brazil under the protection of a British squadron. As Napoleon nev- 
ertheless went on pouring 40,000 troops under Marshal Dupont into northern 
and western Spain, King Carlos — to whom Napoleon had promised the north- 
ern tip of Portugal and half of its overseas colonies — realized too late that he 
was being swindled out of his own country. Prince Ferdinand was being held 
prisoner in the Escorial for having plotted against Godoy, and the rift within the 
royal family came as a Godsend to Napoleon just when the collapse of Portugal 
deprived him of any further pretext for keeping troops in Spain. He was quick 
to exploit it. 

By 3 March 1808, when Marshal Murat entered Madrid as over-all French 
commander, Napoleon was holding all the cards, and the divided Bourbons had 
no alternative but to curry his favour. Prince Ferdinand was writing to solicit 
the hand of a Bonaparte princess, and King Carlos was sending him missives 
denouncing Ferdinand. The Spanish populace, who at first welcomed the 
French as liberators — thinking they had come to overthrow the hated Godoy 
and install Ferdinand on the throne — realized that they had been sold out and 
became restive. 

In the end, the Spanish Bourbons were dethroned, an event which fright- 
ened Europe’s rulers, as Napoleon hoped it would. When his brother Louis, 
King of Holland, refused the vacant throne, he ordered his youngest brother 
Joseph from the Kingdom of Naples to Bayonne, and there, on 15 June 1808 — 
in the presence of a number of Spanish notables summoned to lend the pro- 
ceedings a semblance of legality — he proclaimed him ‘Don José I, by the Grace 
of God King of Castille, Aragon, the Two Sicilies, Jerusalem and Navarre’, or 
in short, of Spain and its colonies. 

Many years later, on St Helena, Napoleon admitted, ‘I embarked very badly 
on the Spanish affair. The immorality of it was too shocking, the injustice too 
cynical.’ But his deceit aside, the ‘affair’ marked Napoleon’s first military fiasco. 
Joseph, or Don José, had hardly spent 11 days in Madrid when he had to flee 
the city in the face of a general revolt. With the Spaniards engaging in a new 
type of guerrilla warfare, and British troops under Sir Arthur Wellesley, later 
Duke of Wellington, intervening, the sure-fire Spanish gamble was to involve 
Napoleon in the prolonged Peninsular War and to contribute to his eventual 
downfall. 
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To deter Austria from attacking his flank in Central Europe while he was 
engaged in Spain, Napoleon — surrounded by three German kings and a host of 
vassal-princes specially summoned to display the extent of his dominance and 
power — held another meeting with Tsar Alexander I. Alexander was to be 
impressed, indeed ‘dazzled’, into agreeing to intervene against Austria if she 
started war with France, and to join in the firm enforcement of the Continental 
blockade of England. The conference which opened at Erfurt on 28 September 
1808 has gone down in history chiefly for the way the two emperors and 
nominal allies deceived each other, while Talleyrand, playing the most daring of 
his games so far, betrayed his master and secretly conspired with the Tsar on 
ways to curtail his own sovereign’s excessive military sway in Europe. 

As the throne of Naples and Sicily remained vacant, Napoleon created ‘our 
dear and beloved brother-in-law Prince Joachim Napoleon’ ~ who was none 
other than Marshal Murat, the absentee Grand Duke of Berg and Cleves, 
whose installation Harry Heine had witnessed only two years earlier — ‘to be 
King of Naples and Sicily from 1 August 1808’. 

Napoleon now assigned the Grand Duchy of Berg to his 5-year-old nephew, 
Napoleon-Louis, but took personal control of its affairs. For the small Duchy on 
the Rhine was a staging-post on the road to Prussia and the east. Unbelievable as 
it may sound, with the Emperor as regent, his capable stand-in governor, Count 
Jacques-Claude Beugnot, was to fulfil Murat’s promise to make the people 
‘happy’ as far as humanly possible. The French parcelled the estates of the aris- 
tocrats who had fled, bought up some of the large church domains, and distrib- 
uted or sold farming plots to the landless peasants. Serfdom and feudal 
obligations were abolished, the inheritance laws disadvantaging daughters and 
younger sons were changed, and trial by jury was introduced. 

This was, of course, only one side of the picture. Napoleon exacted from the 
Duchy men and money for his armies, but before this drain grew heavy enough 
to produce dissatisfaction, the middlemen dealing with the land sales grew rich, 
while a public works programme launched by the energetic Beugnot pumped 
new life into the economy. Builders, artisans, entrepreneurs and industrialists 
began to flourish. Coins, weights and measures were unified, the administration 
was simplified, the French currency introduced. With Napoleon ‘intermixing 
nations’ and frontier and customs barriers falling, corn prices soaring and an 
unhindered flow of capital, prosperity for a time became such that peasants 
gathering at country inns were reliably reported to be ‘throwing dice for stakes 
of kronentalers or even gold’. 


Between 1807 and 1809, while continuing to warble the Old Testament at Rintel- 
sohn’s school, Harry went through the two preparatory classes of the newly reor- 
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ganized Lyceum. Now that careers were open to everyone, his mother, in her 
wish to see him become an imperial ‘strategist’ or high official — especially 
since ‘a friend of hers, the daughter of a local ironmonger, had become a 
duchess’ — made him take private lessons in ‘geometry, statics, hydrostatics, 
hydraulics and so forth’, although his head ‘was already swimming in loga- 
rithms and algebra’ at school. 

The truth in this embroidery of fact that appears in the Memoirs was that 
the wife of Napoleon’s well-known general, Marshal Soult, was a native of 
Diisseldorf, and in 1808 Napoleon had created the couple Duke and Duchess 
of Dalmatia. But Betty Heine’s ambitions for her boy aside, the private 
lessons she arranged for him to receive in French, mathematics and algebra 
had to do with the fact that at the start of the school year in the autumn of 
1809 Harry — being not yet 12 — was too young to be admitted to the Lyceum 
proper; they were meant to help him catch up with the curriculum when he 
entered its lowest class in April 1810. 

While his father relished his turns as duty-officer ‘in charge of the town’s 
security’ at the Civil Guard post, and happily led his fellow-officers in pro- 
longed ‘skirmishes with whole batteries’ of Rudesheimer and other Rhine 
wines of the best vintage, Harry at the Lyceum now studied German under 
Rector Schallmeyer, as well as Greek, Latin, French and mathematics. In spite 
of his mother’s hectoring and her attempts to forbid him poetry, ghost stories, 
novels in general, the theatre, etc., he spent every free minute reading books. In 
May 1810, in Diisseldorf’s lovely palace garden, where his mother in 1796 had 
first lamented ‘the flames of war’ engulfing the town, the budding satirist in 
him was devouring Cervantes’s Don Quixote and Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels. 

There was at this time no pronounced German national feeling in the former 
Duchy of Berg or the many German states allied in the Confederation of the 
Rhine controlled by Napoleon. Napoleon’s rule from Paris was absolutist but 
cosmopolitan in character, and most leading German intellectuals could not but 
applaud the speed and simplicity with which his Code Napoléon — abolishing 
the caste system and making everyone equal before the law — overhauled 
Europe’s archaic legal and civic structure, while respecting property rights. 
Napoleon, who was now actually the lawgiver of much of Europe, instructed 
his brother Jérôme to make the new kingdom of Westphalia a model for the rest 
of Germany: ‘Your people must enjoy a liberty, an equality unknown in the rest 
of Germany.’ Although for every of Napoleon’s reforms countless acts of 
repression — including summary executions at the slightest suspicion of revolt 
— could be cited, new constitutions were gradually enacted in Westphalia, 
Wiirttemberg and Bavaria, guaranteeing to all citizens ‘freedom of conscience 
and of the press’ and ‘equal access to all offices, ranks and benefices’. 
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Hegel hailed the new Bavarian press freedom as the ‘conversation of the gov- 
ernment with the people’ and in February 1808 called Napoleon ‘the great 
teacher of constitutional law’ from whom Germany had much to learn. As far as 
the Duchy of Berg was concerned, Hegel had already written in 1807: ‘In Berg 
the Diet still exists. When it was abolished in Wiirttemberg, Napoleon said 
severely to the Wiirttembergian Minister, “I have made your master a sovereign, 
not a despot”; German princes have not yet grasped the concept of a free 
monarchy or attempted its realization. Napoleon will have to organize it all.’ 

Goethe so admired Napoleon that when the latter was maligned in his pres- 
ence, he said: ‘Please, leave my emperor alone.’ At one of the many glittering 
soirées held during the Erfurt ‘summit’, Napoleon conspicuously singled out 
Goethe for conversation and conferred the Légion d’Honneur on him. Long 
before this piece of Napoleonic flattery, Goethe had advised the Germans: ‘In 
vain you hope to constitute yourselves into a nation. Train yourselves instead to 
become freer human beings.’ 

In 1808, the year of Erfurt, Goethe was actually observing to Friedrich von 
Muller: ‘The German nation is nothing, but the individual German is some- 
thing, and yet they imagine the opposite to be true.’ They ‘should be dispersed 
throughout the world’, he often said, ‘like the Jews, for they could best develop 
all the good there is in them for the benefit of mankind without a common 
fatherland.’*5 

If it is difficult for the modern reader to appreciate ‘the almost total absence 
of national feeling in Germany in early Napoleonic times’.! Heine himself was 
later to stress — as a further manifestation of the ‘French spirit’ prevailing in 
Diisseldorf during his childhood — the unusual atmosphere of religious toler- 
ance in which he grew up. Recalling the philosophy course given by the 
Lyceum’s ‘genuinely liberal’ Rector Schallmeyer, he wrote that this respected 
Jesuit ‘candidly and unreservedly set forth the Greek systems of free thought’, 
no matter how glaringly they contrasted with Catholic dogma, and then 
smoothly and without any pangs ‘celebrated Mass in his priestly vestments, just 
like his brother priests.’ Harry concluded that religion and scepticism could 
co-exist peacefully ‘without hypocrisy’. 

But Heine had yet to enter Schallmeyer’s philosophy class when, in the 
autumn of 1811, he beheld Napoleon in person. No phantasm or figment of his 
imagination this, but an unforgettable experience — the Emperor in the flesh, 
Hegel’s ‘World-Spirit on horseback’, riding through Diisseldorf’s palace 
garden on a white charger. 


Napoleon arrived in Diisseldorf on 2 November 1811. Riding at the head of 
‘a cortége proudly seated on snorting steeds laden with golden, bejewelled - 
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trappings,’ he entered the town, to the sound of trumpets and the roll of 
drums, through an arch of triumph erected in his honour in the market-place, 
Whether Heine actually witnessed his entry, or only saw Napoleon on his way 
to inspect his troops the following day, it was a great moment in the life of a 
13-year-old boy. He was to evoke the scene 16 years later in The Book of 
LeGrand: 


As I pressed through the gaping crowd, I thought of the exploits and 
battles that Monsieur LeGrand had drummed for me; my heart beat 
the call to arms... The Emperor with his cortége rode straight down 
the avenue. The shuddering trees bowed toward him as he passed, 
the sun’s rays quivered fearfully and inquisitively through the green 
leaves, and floating visibly in the blue heaven above was a golden star. 
The Emperor was wearing his plain green uniform and his small, 
historic hat. He rode a little white horse... His face had the colour 
that we find in marble Greek and Roman busts; its features were also 
nobly proportioned like those of the ancients, and on his face stood 
written: “Thou shalt have no other gods before me’... 


It may have been November, but to magnify the boyhood thrill, and the impres- 
sion itself, of his glimpse of Napoleon, Heine first called up the memory of 
‘flowering lindens’ lining the avenue, of ‘singing nightingales, rustling water- 
falls’ and flowerbeds full of tulips, lilies and ‘tipsy red roses...’ This lyrical 
introduction has given rise to the erroneous impression that he moved the event 
‘for poetic effect’ into the spring. 

This most famous passage in The Book of LeGrand, published 6 years after 
Napoleon’s death, was to get Heine into everlasting hot water, with furious 
Germans then and later accusing him of unpatriotic behaviour towards the 
‘fatherland’ in fostering a cult of Napoleon. How, indeed, could he eulogize 
the military tyrant whose stride left such a trail of blood and untold suffering 
across Germany and the Continent? When Napoleon arrived in Diisseldorf 
he was already contemplating war with Russia, Tsar Alexander I having 
capped his refusal to close Russian ports to ‘neutral’ ships carrying British 
goods by a ukase imposing high duties on French products. Napoleon had 
written to the King of Wiirttemberg that if the Tsar, ‘without wanting war, 
fails to stop the movement towards it, he will be dragged into it against his 
will... my experience of the past reveals the future. It is all like a scene at the 
opera, with the English in the wings...’ 

Napoleon was 44. At his birthday reception at the Tuileries on 15 August of 
that year he had delivered an ominous attack on the Tsar in the hearing of the 
Russian Ambassador. Although Alexander did not respond to the calculated 
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affront, by mid-December, within 6 weeks of his visit to Diisseldorf, Napoleon 
was asking the Imperial Librarian for books ‘best worth consulting on the topo- 
graphy of Russia, and especially of Lithuania’, as well as for ‘the most detailed 
account of the Polish and Russian campaigns of Charles XID’ of Sweden (whose 
march on Moscow had come to a disastrous end at Poltava one icy winter a 
century earlier). 

Even in our own times, Heine’s practical deification of Napoleon, describing 
his entry into Diisseldorf as if he were Jesus entering Jerusalem, has led some 
to accuse Heine of ‘Caesarism,”'7 although no similar charges have been brought 
against either Hegel or Goethe, both of whom — defying the patriotic fervour 
and nationalist excitement which seized Germany’s youth and some of her 
intellectuals after Napoleon’s defeat — continued to venerate the French Emp- 
eror to the end of their lives. Goethe, in fact, translated Manzoni’s ode on the 
death of Napoleon, ‘Il Cinque Maggio’, and so identified with the feelings 
expressed in it that when on an August day in 1822 he read to the Court at 
Weimar the lines 


Was this true glory? let succeeding time 

That arduous question ask; 

Ours be the simpler task 

Before the mighty Maker’s throne to bow, 
Who in that towering genius deigned to show 
Of His Creator Spirit an image, how sublime! 


his eyes burned ‘with an inner fire’ and he ‘seemed transfigured’. Heine was 
thus in good company. Nor were the patriotic fervour and anti-French hostility 
‘so general as German historians and publicists later wished to make it 
appear’.'9 Many Germans, especially in the Rhineland, ‘continued to admire 
Napoleon for decades’ after his downfall, finding it hard to accept ‘the strict 
discipline of the Prussian bureaucratic and military state-machine’ that super- 
seded the French rule, which for all its heavy tax-load and intolerable troop 
levies had swept away Germany’s entire antiquated feudal structure, including 
the medieval prohibition on marriages between aristocrats and commoners.”° 

Although Heine’s paean to Napoleon is couched in the emotional tones 
suiting the evocation of a boyhood experience, he knew quite well what he was 
doing. He shared Hegel’s view of Napoleon as a world-historical figure who, by 
putting an end to feudalism and the dominance of the church, inaugurated a 
new epoch; that Napoleon was the ‘mortal body’ and human ‘incarnation’ of 
the French Revolution, the man of destiny implementing its principles. 

In fact, considering that The Book of LeGrand appeared 12 years after the 
Congress of Vienna, Heine’s homage to Napoleon actually represented an 
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audacious attack on Metternich’s and the Prussian King’s attempt to stamp out 
the infectious libertarian ideas that had gained ground on the Continent since 
the French Revolution and to set Europe’s clock back, politically and socially, 
under the aegis of the restored conservative aristocracy. This, indeed, lent the 
book its sensational aspect. Heine was soon to clarify the limits of his admira- 
tion of Napoleon in the third volume of his Travel Pictures (Reisebilder T11), by 
writing during his 1828 Italian journey from the battlefield of Marengo: 


I beg thee not to take me for an absolute Bonapartist; it is not the 
man’s actions I admire, but his genius, whether the man’s name be 
Alexander, Caesar, or Napoleon. My absolute love for the latter does 
not go beyond the 18th Brumaire, when he betrayed liberty. Nor did 
he betray it out of necessity, but out of a secret predilection for the 
aristocracy. Napoleon Bonaparte was an aristocrat, a nobleman who 
was an enemy of civil equality, and it was a colossal misunderstand- 
ing that led the aristocracy of Europe, represented by England, to 
fight him to the death. 


In an earlier but related prose piece, ‘The North Sea III (Die Nordsee III), 
written on the island of Nordeney, Heine had hailed Goethe as one of those 
rare individuals of genius and ‘archetypal intellect’ who have the intuitive 
faculty to grasp the spirit of the times, and to use and ‘cajole’ it. Goethe, in one 
of his essays, had quoted a passage from Kant on the intuitive (as opposed to 
the discursive) type of archetypal intellect. Elaborating on this passage, Heine 
wrote, ‘Yes, what takes us slow cogitation and elaborate conclusions to recog- 
nize, their minds have gone over and perceived in a single moment.’ One such 
man, in Heine’s view, was Napoleon. Another was Goethe himself, whose 
extraordinary powers of perception and healthy unity of ‘thought and feeling’ 
Heine contrasted with the Zerrissenheit, the inner disarray and ‘sickly, dis- 
jointed Romantic feelings’ of his own generation in an alienated world. As 
Nigel Reeves observed in 1974, ‘Napoleon was a man of action, who employed 
his archetypal intellect to make history. What Napoleon tried to achieve is still a 
possibility, Heine implies,’ In ‘North Sea III’, giving the Romantic malaise of 
Zerrissenheit a subtle political connotation that escaped the censor’s vigilance, 
Heine had otherwise ridiculed the new order established after Napoleon’s 
defeat. All it had achieved, he wrote sarcastically, was to redivide Germany into 
three-score states and tiny principalities, with consequent ‘trading of souls’ 
across new borderlines, and ‘bewildered people reduced to celebrating the 
national glories of Hildburghausen, or Meiningen or Altenburg...’ 

But Heine’s lament about this ‘bleeding Zerrissenheiť of the German father- 
land should not be confused with the cries of the nationalists who had begun to 
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dream of building a new German Reich. By 1829, when his reflections on the 
battlefield of Marengo appeared in print, they contained his declaration of faith 
not in nationalism, but in the universality of European civilization. Noting that 
new ‘intellectual interests’ seemed to be replacing material ones, he wrote: 


It really appears as if world history is no longer to be a history of 
robbers, but a history of minds. The main lever which ambitious and 
greedy princes were able to set in motion so effectively for their 
private ends, namely nationalism, with its vanity and its hatred, has 
become worn and brittle; foolish national prejudices are disappearing 
more and more every day, all sharp disparities are becoming merged 
in the universality of European civilization, there are no longer nations 
in Europe, but only parties, and it is marvellous to see how well these, 
despite their great diversity of colours, recognize one another and 
how well, despite the numerous differences of language, they get on 
together. 


Only one year later, in speaking to Eckermann of a future state of civilization he 
hoped for, Goethe expressed his vision in terms akin to Heine’s. ‘There is a 
stage of civilization’, he said, ‘in which it is not possible to hate one’s neigh- 
bours, where one stands, so to speak, above nations, and feels the weal or woe of 
a neighbouring people as if it were one’s own. This is the stage of civilization 
that I long for.’ Goethe was 80 and had only two more years to live. Heine, 
watching the sun rise over the battlefield of Marengo, where (as he wrote) 
Napoleon had become so intoxicated with success that ‘he only sobered up on 
St Helena’, not only signalled the developing conflict of ideas but, with the 
optimism and combativeness of a man at the start of his thirties, announced the 
great task of the age — emancipation not merely of the Irish, Greeks, Jews, West 
Indian Blacks and ‘suchlike oppressed people’, but 


the emancipation of the whole world, particularly of Europe, which 
has now come of age and is wrenching itself free from the iron 
leading-strings of the privileged aristocracy. A few philosophical 
renegades of freedom may adduce subtle arguments to prove that 
millions of human beings have been created to be beasts of burden 
for a few thousand privileged knights; nevertheless, they will fail to 
convince us until, as Voltaire says, they can also demonstrate that the 
former came into the world with saddles on their backs and the latter 


with spurs at their heels. 


Napoleon now appeared to Heine as ‘perhaps the last of the conquerors’. The 
sunrise over the battlefield from which all military glory had faded suggested 
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to him the dawn of a new and glorious world of freedom, in which ‘a new 
generation’ conceived in liberty and subject neither to aristocratic abuse nor 
to the mind-controi of ‘intellectual customs men’ would be able freely to 
exchange ideas and feelings, of which his own generation of ‘slaves’ had no 
inkling. And although he himself might not live to see the day, he asked that 
instead of a poet’s laurel wreath ‘a sword be placed upon my coffin, for I was a 
brave soldier in the war for the liberation of mankind.’ 

Heine may have been in an exuberant mood when, figuratively composing 
his own epitaph, he deprecated his poetry in favour of militancy in a universal 
cause, but he was also making a political commitment. He was serious, but his 
weapons were light, elegant but biting. In The Book of LeGrand, besides 
extolling Napoleon he ingeniously mocked the practice of Metternich’s censors 
of marking excisions by a series of dashes. Chapter XII of LeGrand, as written 
by Heine, consisted of 96 dashes and 4 words. When printed, it looked like this: 


Chapter XII 
The German censors —————-——~—-~~—-~—-——--—~~~~-~~- 


In December 1810, at Napoleon’s behest, all English wares and manufactured 
goods in the Duchy of Berg had been burned in public bonfires. Harry’s father, 
a dealer in imported English velveteen, was one of the first of the many victims 
of Napoleon’s Continental blockade. The year when Heine had his star-crossed 
view of Napoleon coincided with the beginning of Samson Heine’s material 
and physical decline, ultimately leading to his mental collapse in somewhat 
mysterious circumstances. 

But this long drawn-out tragedy lay in the future. For the time being, the 
disastrous end of Napoleon’s march on Russia marked a turning point in young 
Harry’s life, as it did in the history of Europe. In 1813, the ‘French spirit’ 
abruptly vanished from Diisseldorf. By the summer of 1815, when the Con- 
gress of Vienna formally concluded its deliberations, Heine, who had grown up 
in an atmosphere remarkably free of nationalism and religious intolerance, 
woke up with a shock to the fact, as he put it, that ‘the whole of Europe became 
one St Helena, and Metternich was its Sir Hudson Lowe.’ 
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Tsar Alexander, Young Harry Heine and Marx’s Father 


Alexander the Great, Napoleon remarked to one of his intimates in Paris early 
in 1812, ‘was as far from Moscow when he marched to the Ganges. I have said 
this to myself ever since St Jean d’Acre.’ His interlocutor, Count Louis de Nar- 
bonne, was stunned. ‘What a man! What ideas! What dreams!’ he mused to him- 
self. ‘Where is the keeper of this genius? It was halfway between Bedlam and the 
Pantheon.’ i 

In 1811 Napoleon had told the Abbé de Pradt: ‘In five years I will be ruler of 
the world.’ He had even earlier confided to General Wrede his intention of 
becoming nothing less than the master of the universe. 

But now it was 1814, and Napoleon in defeat was about to be banished to 
Elba. Towards noon on 31 March, a glorious spring day and otherwise ‘a day 
unexampled in history (as it struck some eye-witnesses), Tsar Alexander I of 
All the Russias, preceded by broad rows of cavalcading red-coated Cossacks 
and lancers and hussars of the Imperial Guard, entered Paris in triumph. 
Alexander had chosen a light-grey horse called Eclipse for the ride. Flanking 
him were Prussia’s King Friedrich Wilhelm III and Austria’s Prince Schwarz- 
enberg. They were followed by a suite of more than 1,000 Russian, Prussian, 
Austrian and other generals and staff-officers of the multi-national Allied coali- 
tion. Columns of Austrian grenadiers, the Russian grenadier corps and Horse 
Guards, the footguards, and three divisions of Russian cuirassiers with artillery 
closed the impressive military display. 

But Parisians crowding the boulevards had eyes only for the handsome 34- 
year-old Tsar, a majestic-looking figure in his general’s uniform with golden 
epaulettes glistening in the sun. Men wearing white cockades doffed their 
hats, women waved white scarves, and windows were hurriedly decked with 
white draperies, the populace mistaking the white bands on the Russian uni- 
forms for a sign that they were coming in the cause and under the banner of 
the Bourbons. Crowds exhausted by years of war and glory pressed around 
the Tsar’s horse. ‘I come to you not as an enemy, but as a friend,’ Alexander 
said in a loud voice. ‘I bring you peace.’ Paris responded with cries of ‘Vive la 
paix!’ 
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Before dawn, the Tsar had dispatched his trusted Foreign Minister, Count 
Nesselrode, to Talleyrand’s house in the rue St-Florentin to ascertain the situa- 
tion in Paris. Surprised at his toilette with ‘his hair only half done’, Talleyrand 
rushed to meet Nesselrode, covering him ‘with powder from head to foot’. While 
Alexander reviewed the troops in the Champs-Elysées and the two statesmen 
were drafting a proclamation to the French people, a Russian officer brought 
word of reports that the Elysée Palace — where the Tsar was supposed to stay — 
had been mined. Talleyrand expressed doubt about the reports, but is believed 
to have planted them himself. Next, the Tsar showed up in the rue St-Florentin, 
where he accepted Talleyrand’s ‘humble’ offer of hospitality, as promptly as it 
was made." To have Alexander, the arbiter of Europe, under his roof was a mas- 
terstroke which brought the 60-year-old ex-bishop, super-diplomat and arch- 
intriguer back into the centre of events. Reaping the fruits of his daring, if 
duplicitous, gamble in helping the Tsar to outplay Napoleon, he was able to set- 
tle the fortunes of France according to his own designs, and to play a leading 
part in the future of Europe. 

Alexander was opposed to the restoration of the Bourbon Pretender, the 
Count of Provence. He sincerely wished to give the French the government they 
— or rather, as he put it, their ‘most estimable men’ — wanted, but relied entirely 
on his host to ascertain their wishes. Talleyrand, as Vice Grand Elector of the 
Empire, a position he owed to Napoleon, was one of the few high dignitaries of 
defeated France who had not left Paris during the crisis. While the Count of 
Provence was awaiting developments at Hartwell, not far from London, Tal- 
leyrand, deftly manipulating the Royalist minority and the depleted Senate, set 
up a provisional government headed by himself. He fed Alexander false reports 
on the popularity of the Bourbons and played successfully upon the principle 
of legitimacy. Thus he prevailed on the Tsar to let the Pretender (who styled 
himself Louis XVIII, but whom no one in France had seen for the last 25 years) 
occupy the throne of his executed brother Louis XVI. 

The Tsar remained in France long enough to make sure that Louis XVIII, a 
short, obese but dignified figure, did not enter Paris before pledging to sign the 
new liberal constitution prepared by Talleyrand. On Easter Sunday (10 April 
1814) he stunned Paris by leading his troops to the Place de la Concorde — for- 
merly the Place de la Révolution, where Louis XVI (and 2,800 others) had been 
executed — for a religious service, described by some as an unusual Requiem 
chanted by Russian priests, according to the rites of the Orthodox Church, for 
the repose of the unfortunate Catholic king, and by others as a solemn Te 
Deum.’ The high-minded Tsar retained much of the idealism of his youth and 
the libertarian notions instilled in him by his humanist tutor, La Harpe. Among 
other plans, he toyed with the idea of establishing ‘a democratic republic’ in 
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France — but under the pressure of the trials of 1812 he had developed a mystic 
strain. 

‘The fire of Moscow’, he was later to say, ‘lit up my soul. I got to know God 
and became another man.’ In the course of that terrible year he had what is 
believed to have been his first religious transport when, during a visit to his 
friend Prince Alexander Golitsyn, the latter happened to drop a volume of the 
Bible. It fell open at the page containing the 19th Psalm. Golitsyn, himself a 
mystic, convinced the troubled Tsar that its verses — ‘I will say of the Lord, He 
is my refuge and fortress... He shall cover thee with His feathers, and under His 
wings shalt thou trust’ — were a sign from God. 

The troubled Alexander then had his own palace library searched for a copy 
of the Bible, but none being found, surprised his wife, the Empress Elisabeth 
Alexeyevna, by asking for her French copy, which he began to devour: ‘Its 
words poured an unknown peace into my heart and quenched the thirst of my 
soul.’ Previously unfamiliar with the Bible, Alexander henceforth made it a 
practice to study it twice a day, marking passages which seemed to apply to the 
events and problems he faced. He became convinced that miraculous forces had 
saved Russia from the scourge of Napoleon. 

Haunted by the night in 1801 when he had connived in the murder of his 
father Paul, he took 1812 as a warning, but ‘felt that the Almighty was not 
forcing him yet to expiate his blood.’ He found the prophecies of Jeremiah, 
Isaiah and Ezekiel in the Old Testament astonishing revelations of the truth. 
From then on he would devote himself to the triumph of everything that was 
sacred: truth, justice, and the fear of God. The words of Isaiah were like a 
solemn and mysterious pledge: ‘The Almighty Jehovah punishes impious 
kings.’3 


At the end of December 1812 — shortly after Napoleon, leaving the remnant of 
the Grande Armée in Russia under the command of Murat, had decamped for 
Paris — General Yorck von Wartenburg, despite the fact that Prussia was for- 
mally allied to Napoleon, had declared the neutrality of his Prussian troops, 
who were supposed to fight the Russians. The military convention of Tau- 
roggen that Yorck signed, forcing the French to retreat to the Vistula and 
enabling the Russians to occupy East Prussia, has been compared to ‘a flash of 
lightning that transformed the entire horizon’ of Europe. It was indeed the first 
of a feverish series of multilateral alliances, conventions and open or secret 
treaties — altogether 19 during the next 15 months — by means of which Russia, 
Prussia and Austria, with British support from the sidelines, somehow 
managed, in spite of their conflicting interests and designs, to work out and 
sustain the grand military-political strategy for breaking Napoleon’s armed. 
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might, unmaking his alliances with most of Europe’s sovereigns and undoing 
his empire. 

By the end of March 1813, Prussia’s faint-hearted King, having at last sum- 
moned the courage to declare war on Napoleon, a Russo-Prussian force occu- 
pied Dresden, forcing the King of Saxony to flee to Bohemia. Britain had 
signed the Stockholm Treaty, giving the Swedes £ 1,000,000 for a Swedish army 
to operate in Germany. On 8 May, however, Napoleon, having crossed the 
Rhine, was driving the Allies from Dresden and the King of Saxony returned to 
his capital. 

In the very midst of the patriotic fervour accompanying Prussia’s ‘War of 
Liberation’, Prince Metternich of Austria — whose country was still allied with 
Napoleon, and who was moreover the son-in-law of the Austrian Emperor 
Francis — engaged in a diplomatic game that was too complicated to be under- 
stood even in Vienna. Trusting the Tsar as little as he did Napoleon, Metter- 
nich wanted Prussia restored to sufficient strength to hold Russia in check; but 
he did not want a united Germany, which Tsar Alexander had promised in a 
proclamation after signing the Treaty of Kalish with Prussia. While the Allied 
setback at Bautzen in May made the Prussian King tremble at the thought of 
being exiled to Baltic Memel again, Metternich, in a complicated piece of 
covert diplomacy, conducted negotiations with England and at the same time 
assumed the role of ‘armed mediator’ between Napoleon and the Tsar. 

Heine’s relatively tranquil childhood now lay behind him, and to the con- 
fusions and perturbations of adolescence were added the drama and confu- 
sion loose in Europe. In German Diisseldorf under French rule, and in the 
dual world of Talmudic and Franciscan schools, he had early absorbed a mul- 
titude of contradictory influences — French versus German, Jewish versus 
Catholic, religious traditionalism versus rational and revolutionary ideas, 
Napoleonic grandeur and its price in bloodshed, to mention but a few — and 
had digested them without untoward effect on his development. If they had 
created a certain ambivalence in him, they had also immensely widened his 
mental horizon. 

Now Schallmeyer’s critique of philosophy opened a new world to him. 
Impressed by the Jesuit headmaster’s fashionably rationalist combination of 
Catholicism and free-thinking, Harry developed an eye for the beauty of 
Catholic rites. But until he was replaced in May 1813, Schallmeyer, carrying 
his ambitious curriculum to excess, lectured his young pupils at great length 
on ‘the affirmations of the supranaturalists, naturalists, deists and pantheists, 
sceptics and critics’. This profusion of different viewpoints of religious philos- 
ophy was apt to confuse more mature minds. Coming on top of an onslaught 
of antagonisms and inconsistencies which Heine had been too young to resolve 
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completely, it had the effect of producing in him ‘not just unbelief, but the 
most tolerant indifference.’ 

His father was warning him against ‘atheism’ and telling him: ‘My dear son! 
Your mother sends you to Rector Schallmeyer to study philosophy. That is her 
affair. I for my part do not like philosophy as it is nothing but superstition.’ 
This, said at a time when Schallmeyer seems to have suggested to the boy’s 
mother that Harry might be sent to a theological seminary in Rome (with the 
notion, as he playfully wrote later, that he might there become a high-ranking 
prelate, perhaps even a cardinal), affords a glimpse of more divergent parental 
influences added to those already contending in his young soul. 

To compound matters, his father’s business had never recovered from 
Napoleon’s Continental blockade. Gone were the days when an advertisement 
in Berg’s ‘Grand-Ducal Weekly News’ brought the ladies to Samson Heine’s 
store to finger his stock of fine ‘Damask tablecloths, chintz, muslin, satins, lev- 
ontins, velvets, crèpe in all colours, taffetas, Madras and cashmere shawls’ and 
he was able to pay 11,200 Reichsthaler for the house at 655 Bolkerstrasse. In the 
summer of 1813, while Britain undertook by the Treaty of Reichenbach to pro- 
vide £2,000,000 to be divided between Prussia and Russia — not before Lord 
Castlereagh had made sure that they would adjust their grandiose peace plans to 
British interests on the Continent — the Duchy was in the throes of economic 
crisis and widespread unemployment. Samson Heine was trying to redress his 
financial situation by taking over the Berg lottery agency for the Diisseldorf 
arrondissement 

Wellington’s victory in Spain was perhaps Britain’s most important contri- 
bution to the effort against Napoleon. As Wellington crossed the border into 
France, the campaigns raging since August in Silesia, Saxony and Bohemia 
were coming to a head, and Napoleon was about to lose his second great 
army in a year in ‘the Battle of the Nations’ at Leipzig. The immediate con- 
sequence of the Austro-Prusso-Russian victory on 19 October was that the 
Confederation of the Rhine, with its 16 monarchs allied to Napoleon, fell 
apart. 

Diisseldorf was evacuated by the French before the month was over. On 10 
November, Russian dragoons entered the town. Three days later a new gover- 
nor, Justus von Gruner, arrived to establish a provisional Prussian administra- 
tion in the Grand Duchy of Berg. By that time Samson Heine, unable to pay his 
promissory notes, was on the brink of insolvency. 

Upon Napoleon’s downfall, Harry’s mother dreamed up another ‘brilliant’ 
career for him, or so Harry was to write. Instead of an empire-builder he was to 
become a banker. Watching the fabulous rise of the ‘house of Rothschild, 
whose chief my father knew’, and the success of ‘other princes of banking and 
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industry in our vicinity, my mother declared that this was the time when a man 
of outstanding intelligence could achieve extraordinary things in the mercan- 
tile sphere and attain the highest pinnacle of worldly power.’ The nearest 
‘prince of banking’ in the vicinity was Harry’s uncle, Salomon Heine (1766- 
1844). Unlike his brother Samson in Düsseldorf, Salomon Heine was a finan- 
cial genius. From a boy-apprentice in a bank belonging to his mother’s family, 
he had worked his way up to the position of governor of the Heine & Heck- 
scher Bank in Hamburg. Presently to found his own prominent banking house 
and to become reputedly the richest man in all of Germany, he was the finan- 
cial mainstay of the Heines in Düsseldorf in times of trouble. Thus he, rather 
than the Rothschilds, was always in their minds. 

Harry was soon to meet Uncle Salomon and his two beautiful daughters in 
Hamburg. But his hope of graduating from the Lyceum in 1813 had been 
dashed in May of that year, when the ailing Schallmeyer had been replaced as 
rector by A.W. Kortum. A strict disciplinarian, Kortum considered Harry, 
who thanks to his private lessons had indeed jumped a class, too young to be 
allowed to graduate. Thus Harry continued for another year in the senior class, 
but by January 1814 Kortum — in reorganizing the school from a French Lyc- 
eum to a German Gymnasium — extended the senior class to two years. This 
meant that none of its 13 pupils would graduate before the autumn of 1815. 
Whether his parents, having three other children to educate, found it finan- 
cially hard to keep Harry in school for that length of time, or because of the 
uncertainty of their being able to send him to the university and his mother’s 
new plans to make a banking magnate out of him, Harry left the Gymnasium 
in the course of 1814 without graduating. 

Transferred that same year to Vahrenkapf’s Business School in Diisseldorf 
to study commerce and foreign languages, Harry acquired some English. But in 
a typical reaction, he indicated his disdain for the study of bookkeeping and the 
intricacies of commerce by translating Homer’s J/iad and some verses of Ovid 
into Yiddish. He lampooned certain friends from the Lyceum in good-natured 
verse, read every book he could find, flirted with girls who were to make fleeting 
appearances in his Memoirs under such names as Gertrude, Catherine and 
Hedviga, and lived an intense emotional life, plagued by the uncertainties of 
adolescence, personal frustration and the general insecurity of the times. 

In 1812 and 1813, Harry was not yet fully conscious of any general or per- 
sonal ‘Jewish problem’ about to befall him and others of his generation. He had 
grown up under ‘the French spirit’, which had granted equal citizenship rights 
to the Jews back in 1791, and he had no idea that the emancipation which the 
countries conquered by Napoleon had been induced to grant the Jews would 
come to an end with the Emperor’s downfall. 
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The shock of it, when it came, may have had something to do with his 
life-long cult of Napoleon, a cult he developed not because the emperor had 
brought the Jews the Rights of Man, but in spite of his double-edged policy 
towards them. Heine never mentioned Napoleon’s three dramatic attempts to 
change the course of Jewish history. The first of these had occurred in Palestine 
in 1799, on Napoleon’s way from Egypt to Syria. Camping after a victorious 
battle at the foot of Mount Tabor, he conceived the idea of advancing on Con- 
stantinople in order — as he told Bourienne — to ‘overthrow the Turkish empire 
and found a great new empire in the East which will fix my name in the annals 
of posterity.’ Whether General Bonaparte, as he was at the time, already 
dreamed of emulating Alexander the Great, the idea of cutting the British trade 
route to India was tempting and he wrote to Tippo Sahib of Mysore that he was 
burning with the desire to ‘deliver you from the yoke of England.’5 

In a little-known episode, Bonaparte also sent a dispatch to Paris in April, 
announcing that he had issued a ‘Proclamation to the Jews’. Published in the 
official Le Moniteur Universel on 22 May 1799, the dispatch said that Bonaparte 
‘invites all the Jews of Asia and Africa to gather under his flag in order to 
re-establish the ancient Jerusalem. He has already given arms to a great number, 
and their battalions threaten Aleppo.’ The Proclamation itself, issued on 19 
April at Mount Tabor, but datelined the 2oth and purporting to come from 
‘General Headquarters, Jerusalem’ (which he felt confident of capturing with- 
out effort), called on the Jews ‘to claim the restoration of your rights among the 
populations of the universe which have been shamefully denied you for thou- 
sands of years,’ with a view to resuming ‘your political existence as a nation 
among the nations.’ Lacing his phrases with such Biblical prophecies as ‘the 
ransomed of the Lord shall return, and come with singing into Zion’ and invok- 
ing the ‘Providence [which] has sent me hither’, Bonaparte urged the Jews to 
take over ‘Israel’s patrimony’ and promised them the French Republic’s ‘war- 
ranty and support to maintain it against all comers.’ 

In the event, Napoleon never got beyond Acre, nor did he enter Jerusalem. 
The original Proclamation has never been found, but a German translation of 
it, addressed to the ‘Rightful Heirs of Palestine’, was discovered in 1940 in 
Vienna. Though accepted by some historians, the authenticity of this document 
is in doubt; but the fact remains that the Proclamation was mentioned in the 
Gazette de France and twice in Le Moniteur. Napoleon himself, harking back to 
his dream of an eastern empire, later often remarked: ‘I missed my destiny at St 
Jean d’Acre’; in the memoirs he dictated on St Helena he claimed that, had 
Acre fallen, ‘I would have changed the face of the world’; and to his Irish physi- 
cian, O’Meara, he said in another context that he had hoped the Jews would 
‘consider me like Solomon or Herod, to be the head of their nation. 
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Napoleon’s transparent attempt to enlist the support of the Jews for his 
abortive eastern expedition was to be followed by a sharp turn of policy towards 
them after he became emperor. Seeing in them a ‘nation’, he proceeded to stage 
nothing less than a replica of the Sanhedrin — the assembly of 71 sages who, 
sitting in the Chamber of Hewn Rock on Jerusalem’s Temple Mount, had in 
glorious ancient times acted as the combined parliament and supreme court of 
the extinct kingdom of Israel - by summoning an assembly of 71 leading rabbis 
and notables from all over Western and Central Europe to convene in Paris in 
February 1807. 

This time, however, the underlying idea was precisely to end the role of Eur- 
ope’s Jews as a ‘nation within the nations’ by persuading them in subtle ways to 
redefine their status as a religion like other religions. Like his earlier hint of a 
plan to restore Palestine to Jewish rule, this move too mixed bold conception 
with historic associations, Napoleonic grandeur and ulterior motives. This was 
all couched in terms that virtually made the Emperor out to be a messianic 
‘Liberator’ for the first time in history inviting a representative body of Jews to 
a political-religious conference. 

Hard on the heels of the Sanhedrin, in 1808 Napoleon issued his ‘Infamous 
Decree’, which, besides retroactively cancelling certain debts owed to the Jews, 
imposed such discriminatory restrictions on them as to make a mockery of the 
equality only recently granted them in the fervour of the Revolution. The edict 
caused such an outcry — besides hurting the economy — in France itself that a 
third of its départements soon stopped enforcing it. But it remained on the 
books, its spirit — ironically — obscuring the fact that Napoleon, tackling time- 
forgotten, festering old ills of intolerance and injustice in the heart of Europe, 
everywhere released the Jews from the ghettos, abolished the special ‘Jew taxes’ 
and the yellow badge in places where it was still obligatory. 

In Düsseldorf, except for some limitations, the ‘Infamous Decree’ was not 
enforced. Harry Heine was a child when it and the spectacular Sanhedrin fol- 
lowed each other in short order. To him, Napoleon remained the great emanci- 
pator and unifier of Europe. The only thing he would not forgive the Emperor 
was ‘his faithlessness to his mother, the Revolution’. Harry had never experi- 
enced actual persecution. In 1814, when he was transferred to a commercial 
school, he probably could not, even after the arrival of Prussian soldiers in a 
Diisseldorf swept by the ‘War of Liberation’ fever, imagine a situation in which 
he would be deprived of the rights enjoyed by other men. 

This was not true of the Marx family in Trier, on the Moselle river, a short 
distance south of Diisseldorf. There Samuel Marx (uncle of the future Karl), 
who had attended the debates of ‘the representatives of the heads of the Jewish 
nation’ — as Napoleon had styled the Sanhedrin in a note on its terms of 
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reference — had since been appointed Grand Rabbi of the newly created départe- 
ments of Sarre and Sambre et Meuse. He was thus actually in charge of imple- 
menting the decisions of the Sanhedrin in that area. In this task he was helped for 
a time by a younger brother, Heschel, or Hechel (as the French spelled it). Some- 
times called Henry Marx, he was a 37-year-old bachelor and more than familiar 
with Napoleon’s shifting policies, from his acts of legislation treating the Jews as 
equal citizens to the discriminations of the ‘Infamous Decree’. 

But the tide had turned. The Emperor was on Elba, and it was Tsar Alexan- 
der I who, since his triumphal entry into Paris, was ‘the sovereign among sover- 
eigns, the “Agamemnon”, the “new sun”, in the eyes of most of Europe. It was 
Alexander who had insisted after the Battle of Leipzig that the Allies cross the 
Rhine and pursue Napoleon to his lair; and he, too, who had pressed for the 
‘indispensable capitulation’ of Paris so that ‘Napoleon standing amidst Moscow 
in flames’ should be followed in future chronicles by a page ‘where Alexander 
appears in the midst of Paris’.7 He was the ‘Liberator of Europe, the restitutor 
orbis’, as he was hailed in London when he arrived there on 7 June 1814. The 
Tsar, who now believed that ‘Divine Providence’ was guiding his idealistic mis- 
sion ‘to return to every nation the possibility of enjoying its rights and institu- 
tions’ — as he had written to La Harpe — had left Paris in a huff. He was sincere 
when promising France peace without revenge, but felt he had been tricked by 
Louis XVIII, who, contrary to his pledge of a constitution making him King of 
France by the will of the people, had formally passed through the Senate a 
Charter that, albeit not undemocratic, was presented as a ‘gift’ to the people by 
Louis XVIII, ‘in the nineteenth year of his reign’, counting from his executed 
brother’s heir (Louis XVII), who had died in 1795 at the age of ro. The right- 
eous Tsar fumed even more at Talleyrand’s acquiescence in this betrayal. 

Startling changes of administration began to take place as Napoleon’s grand 
empire was being dismantled. On 5 January 1814 the French began to evacuate 
Trier. The next morning they were gone, and ‘Royal’ Prussian troops marched 
into the town which, called Tréves by the French, resumed its German name. 
The Rhinelanders placed their hopes in the Prussian King’s promise to grant 
them a constitution. The Jews expected the abrogation of the ‘Infamous 
Decree’, which in Trier, Bonn, Cologne and throughout most Rhenish districts 
— except Düsseldorf — had remained in force until the last day of French rule. 
Both expectations, however, failed to materialize. 

On 13 June 1815, some two months after Prussia formally annexed the Rhen- 
ish provinces, Heinrich Marx — as his recently Germanized name appeared on a 
roster of legal staff at the Appellate Court of Trier — raised his voice in a public 
protest against the injustice and illegality of Prussia’s continued enforcement of 
the ‘Infamous Decree’. Far from sharing Heine’s view of Napoleon, he attacked 
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his 1808 edict, ‘the like of which no tyrant had ever drawn up’, and in a sarcas- 
tic passage wrote to the newly installed Prussian Governor-General of the 
Lower Rhineland: ‘Who in this nineteenth century would think of preaching 
intolerance against the Jews? And why? Perhaps because they are circumcised 
and eat unleavened bread at Easter?” 

Marx was writing just 4 days after the Vienna Congress, among its many res- 
olutions, had adopted one so phrased that, while sanctimoniously ‘guaranteeing 
the confessors of the Jewish faith the enjoyment of civil rights’ in all the 36 
states and several ‘free cities’ of the new German Bund or Confederation, actu- 
ally enabled each to rescind the full or partial emancipation forced on them 
from the outside as a result of the French Revolution. In the interval since the 
entry of the Prussian troops, Marx had become a family man. He had married 
in November 1814 and his wife was expecting a child. The new development 
meant that he might lose his post — but on the basis of some new evidence, this 
seems not to have been the only reason for his making his protest to the Gover- 
nor. 

Its contents would hardly be of interest — he was, as he wrote himself, a 
person of ‘no significance’, indeed a nonentity in the European scheme of 
things — had he not been destined soon to father a son who was described in 
1987 as ‘indirectly responsible for nothing less than the entire socio-political 
complexion of the world today.’® 


Very little is known about the life and personality of Karl Marx’s father, much 
less than about his remote ancestors. Until late into the 2oth century, even the 
subject of where his father had studied law remained a mystery. He was 20 
when Trier’s own university had been closed by French revolutionary troops. It 
was only in 1975 that an entry in the register of student admissions of the 
one-time French Law School in Coblenz, under the date of 31 January 1813, 
was published. It read in part: ‘Henry Marx, né dans le mois d’avril de Pan mil 
sept cent soixante dix sept à Sarrelouis... s’inscrit pour suivre pendant le second 
triméstre de l’année classique 1812/1813 les cours du Code Napoléon et dela 
procédure. Coblenz le 31 Janvier 1813. H. Marx.’ 

Published along with it was another document found in 1974 in the Archives 
Nationales in Paris. This was a list of students prepared by one of the Law 
School’s deans, Lassaulx, on 1 September 1813. It contained a note saying that 
the ‘Henry Marx’ who had enrolled for the courses in ‘the Code Napoléon and 
procedure’ intended to sit for qualification as a lawyer some time after the start 
of the new school year at the end of September 1813.9 

Since the law studies lasted three years, it is believed that Marx had started 
them in September 1810. Why he did so as late as the age of 33 can only be sur- 
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mised. The Law School established by Napoleon at Coblenz, situated at the 
confluence of the Rhine and the Moselle rivers, and formerly part of the Arch- 
bishopric of Trier, had opened its doors a few years before. Marx, named 
Joshua Heschel at birth, Hechel or Henry to the French, issued a passport in 
the name of Heinrich in June 1814, yet again called Henry on 7 August — when 
his marriage banns were published in French, 7 months after the Prussian 
occupation of Trier — solved the difficulties created by his name and the politi- 
cal changes and administrative take-over confusions of the time by scribbling 
‘H. Marx’ on the altogether three extant documents (all from the period 
between 1810 and 1818) that bear his signature, the ‘H’ each time standing for a 
different variant of his given name. He duly travelled to Holland, and after mar- 
rying Henriette Pressburg, a daughter of Rabbi Isaac Pressburg of Nijmegen, 
returned with her to Trier. As is known, he eventually converted his entire 
family to Christianity in halting stages, starting with his own baptism at some 
unknown date between 1816 and 1819. In 1820, with the obstacle to his career 
removed, he was offered work as an Advokatanwalt, or barrister-at-law, at the 
High Court of Appeals in Trier. 

After an interval, in 1824, while his brother Samuel continued as the town’s 
rabbi, he led his 6-year-old son Karl and 6 other offspring to the font of Trier’s 
Lutheran church.'° Their mother, Henriette Marx, stayed away; her own bap- 
tism took place a year or so later. Thereafter, no doubt partly or perhaps entirely 
due to his talent, his rise was fairly rapid and he obtained the coveted title of 
Justizrat, equivalent to King’s Counsel in England. The serial baptisms in 
which he figured, to the embarrassment of his brother and numerous kin, espe- 
cially the public mass ceremony involving his children, caused something of a 
small-town stir. Yet surprisingly, for a man whose well-known and old-estab- 
lished maternal family had provided almost all the rabbis of Trier since the 
17th century, a man, moreover, who became head of the bar in Trier, and thus 
one of its prominent citizens, no family papers relating to his life and activities 
have turned up or been published — aside from some 18 letters written by him 
to Karl, and one or two legal briefs by his hand. 

Karl Marx himself wrote nothing about his father, but his youngest daugh- 
ter, Eleanor, wrote after his death that ‘he was never tired of talking about him’ 
in the privacy of his home. Eleanor Marx-Aveling, unlike her father, felt a keen 
urge to provide posterity with some information about his personal life and 
background. Since she was born and lived in London and never met her grand- 
father, it is accepted that whatever she wrote about him can only have come 
from Karl Marx himself. 

She stressed his deep attachment to his father: ‘He always carried an old 
daguerrotype photograph of him. But he would never show it to strangers 
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because, he said, it was so unlike the original. I thought the face very handsome, 
the eyes and brow were like those of his son but the features were softer about 
the mouth and chin.’ But that photograph, too, is gone. Discovered with two 
others in Marx’s breast pocket when he died, Engels laid it in his coffin. No 
other likeness of Marx’s father exists, only Eleanor’s impression that he looked 
‘definitely Jewish, but beautifully so’."" 

Most of Marx’s biographers have tended to depict his father as a man of 
‘gentle, timid and accommodating temper’, a ‘timorous lawyer’ and compro- 
miser. He is presented as a well-educated liberal humanist with ‘a touching 
family sense’ and a sense of duty, but also as ‘a born placator’, submissive, even 
‘servile’. His weak character and ‘craven’ attitude towards the Prussian authori- 
ties are said to have kindled in the son ‘a smouldering sense of resentment, 
which later events fanned into a flame’.'* Indeed, the adult Karl Marx cited 
‘servility’ as the vice he detested most. Asked about his ‘favourite virtue’ in 
man, he answered: ‘Strength’. The bourgeoisie he described in contemptuous 
terms of Christian ‘meekness’ and compliance, the proletariat as proud, inde- 
pendent men of courage, possessed of his own attributes and that bellicose 
spirit which made him describe his idea of happiness in two words: ‘to fight’. 

A writer in 1978, however, commented that ‘Marx’s father was not soft inter- 
nally; in iron will and determination he and his son were alike. Each was girded 
for personal battle against odds, with the crucial difference that Heschel was cau- 
tious and diplomatic, while his son Karl came to be dogmatic and ruthless.’"3 
Heinrich Marx adored, even idolized, his son Karl. Recognizing early the poten- 
tial genius in Karl, but also what struck him as some ‘Faust-like’ element, he 
treated him with great understanding, trying to moderate his youthful tempestu- 
ousness and tendency to excess, but never bullying him. Of the struggles which 
marked his own life, the elder Marx left only a few cryptic hints in his surviving 
letters to the son, alluding to some early estrangement from his parents. When 
the prospect of Karl Marx’s attaining a professorship was broached, the normally 
reserved father made a rare wistful remark in his letter: ‘For you it is not any- 
where as difficult as it was for your papa to become a lawyer.’ 

We do not always know much about the fathers of great men, nor do we 
always care. But most biographers of Karl Marx acknowledge that his father 
exerted a far-reaching and ‘definite influence’ — second to none but Hegel’s — 
‘on his son’s intellectual development.’ He implanted in him ‘the principles of 
philosophical rationalism’, thereby, in the view of one eminent scholar, inocu- 
lating him against accepting supernatural causes, visionary fantasies or the 
metaphysical systems of the Romantics;'4 along with the belief of France’s 
enlightened philosophers in a perfectible world ‘in which democratic freedom 
and the rule of reason were taken as virtually synonymous.’ The father is also 
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said to have instilled into the son a love for French culture and lucid argu- 
ment.'5 

Conversely, Heschel-Heinrich Marx’s ‘pathetic attempt at assimilation’, 
involving his estrangement from his own culture and the loss of his self-esteem, 
is now seen as having accentuated in Karl Marx a feature described by some as 
self-contempt, and by others as outright Se/bsthass, self-hate. What the father 
accomplished ‘was to establish a sense of shame in his son — both for his 
parents’ Jewishness and for the servile aspect of the father’s attempt to escape 
from it.’? 

Whereas Franz Mehring, author of the first great, but now outdated, biogra- 
phy of Marx, launched the view that his father’s conversion was an act of faith 
which actually spared his son the problems of joining the mainstream culture 
which Heine and others had to solve for themselves, the modern claim is that 
the father transferred his own alienation to Karl Marx, the ‘alienated man par 
excellence’. This finds some support in two documents, one by the father and 
the other by the son. The first is the above-mentioned petition or memorandum 
addressed by Heschel-Heinrich Marx to the Prussian Governor-General, Privy 
Councillor von Sack, in June 1815. The only document, other than his letters, in 
which Marx’s father speaks to us in his authentic voice, it is remarkable less for 
the several explosions into bitter sarcasm by this cautious ‘placator’ than for the 
reasoned tone in which he protested Prussia’s arbitrary extension of Napoleon’s 
‘Infamous Decree’ on legal as well as moral grounds. It is even more significant 
for a passage in which he forecast his son’s alienation. 

Attacking the wholesale exclusion of his Jewish ‘co-religionists’ from the arts 
and sciences, from the legal and other professions as a ‘breach of fundamental 
state law’, he concluded what may be described as his ‘human rights’ plea with a 
warning that ‘robbing the fathers of their livelihood’ and honour ‘without the 
commonest formality’, could not but kindle anti-social ‘feelings of revenge in 
the hearts of their children’. It was bound to lead to the spiritual alienation of 
that generation from the society that dispossessed and humiliated their fathers. 

This premonitory observation was to be echoed by the son in a striking pas- 
sage of his school-leaving examination essay. Karl Marx, putting down at the 
age of 17 his ‘Reflections of a Young Man on the Choice of a Profession’ and 
dwelling at considerable length on the crucial importance of making the right 
choice — for making the wrong one and missing one’s true vocation can ‘frus- 
trate’ a man’s plans and ‘destroy his whole life’ — listed every kind of circum- 
stance, obstacle, temptation and deficiency that a young man has to consider in 
making this grave decision. Self-deception, ‘false inspiration’, the ‘demon of 
ambition’, can all deflect him from his true and proper vocation, and drive him 


to adopt a profession for which he is unfit. 
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The experience of ‘our parents’, he wrote, ‘who have already encountered 
the vicissitudes of fate’, may help their sons avoid the many pitfalls with which 
the choice is fraught. But that is not enough. For ‘we cannot always attain the 
position to which we are called; our relations in society have to some extent 
already begun to be established before we are in a position to determine them.’ 

Writing in 1984, Bruce Mazlish asked what the young student had in mind. 
‘Is he thinking of his own position as a bourgeois in a stratified society? Or is he 
thinking of his own position as a converted Jew, with all the bars that might 
place around him??? 

Early biographers of Marx, as well as theological Marxists, have hailed those 
youthful lines of his as ‘the germ of the materialist conception of history, 
unconsciously conceived.’ But this theory has been dismissed on the grounds 
that ‘the materialist conception’ can hardly have sprung full-blown into Marx’s 
adolescent mind — ‘it would be surprising’ if it had done so even in ‘germ’, 
David McLellan observed in 1973 — at a time when the concept of social strati- 
fication in bourgeois society was still largely unknown in Germany. Noting that 
the idea of human activity’s being circumscribed ‘by the prestructured environ- 
ment’ is at least as old as the Enlightenment, McLellan remarks drily: ‘Marx 
here merely means that when choosing a career one should consider one’s cir- 
cumstances." 

Others, of course, have been quick to relate the circumstances young Marx 
had in mind to the ‘conversion conflict’ between his parents, the assumption 
being that during his childhood he must have heard echoes of this conflict — 
though born a Jew, he was not baptized until he was 6 — and that afterwards the 
tension created at home by his mother’s remaining a Jew at heart, even after her 
conversion, fed his growing resentment of her. In 1966, in fact, Arnold Kiinzli 
went as far as to suggest that the father’s baptism actually ‘predetermined the 
intellectual path of Karl Marx before his birth, with ultimate after-effects that 
were to transform the world.’ 

But the most curious passage in Marx’s justly famous school-leaving essay, in 
which he idealistically proclaimed that ‘man can attain his own perfection only 
by working for the perfection and welfare of his fellow-men’, is in the lines in 
which he conjured up the nemesis awaiting anyone choosing a profession for 
which he does not have the talent: 


If we have chosen a profession for which we do not possess the 
talent, we can never exercise it worthily, we shall soon realise with 
shame our own incapacity and tell ourselves that we are useless 
created beings... Then the most natural consequence is self-con- 
tempt and what feeling is more painful and less capable of being 
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cured by anything the outside world may offer? Self-contempt is a 
serpent that ever gnaws at one’s breast, sucking the life-blood from 
one’s heart and mixing it with the poison of misanthropy and 
despair. 

An illusion about our talents for a profession which we have 
closely examined is a fault which takes its revenge on us ourselves. 
Even if it does not meet with the censure of the outside world it gives 
rise to more terrible pain in our hearts than such censure could 
inflict. 


Bruce Mazlish asks how Marx as teenager had learned about self-contempt? 
Portraying him as ‘a youth in turmoil and strife’, obviously wrestling ‘with 
acute problems of self-esteem’, Mazlish ascribes the youngster’s perplexing 
anxiety about ‘self-contempt’ and his early alienation ‘from his self’ to the 
father’s accusing him, shortly after his departure for the university, of spending 
money extravagantly and of being more than an ordinary ‘egoist’. It is this that 
early on makes Marx vulnerable, ‘as a Jew, though a Christian, to the criticism 
of anti-Semites that Jews were self-interested hucksters.’*° 

The ‘conversion conflict’ is not mentioned by Mazlish. Marx’s father, this 
scholar suggests, ‘seems to have suffered no pain’ in his baptism of convenience. 
Not so Murray Wolfson, who, writing only shortly before Mazlish, found it 
‘inconceivable’ that the adolescent Marx’s fear of self-contempt in the passage 
quoted ‘is unrelated to the frustrations and humiliation’ suffered by his father 
‘in the course of his assimilation’. What is the worst that can happen if the 
young man chooses wrongly? ‘Failure. Self-hatred. Self-contempt. By the very 
stress that Karl Marx puts on the words it is clear that he is no stranger to their 
meaning,’ Wolfson wrote. 


This most recent of many controversies on the subject has of course 
to do with the fact that, within less than 10 years of his school- 
leaving essay, the student — in his Economic and Philosophic Manu- 
scripts of 1844 (or ‘The Paris Manuscripts’, as they are called) — was 
to work the various forms of human ‘alienation’ in a capitalist society 
ruled by ‘money-greed’ and competition into a key concept of his 
social and political philosophy and entire world conception. 


The publication of the Paris Manuscripts shortly before World War H led, in the 
decades immediately following it, to a much-debated reappraisal of conceptions 
about Karl Marx that had been taken for granted. Within the wider aim of 
tracing the correspondence between his life and thought, the search was on for 
the ‘human’ Marx of the formative years, for the roots of his personal alienation 
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and its relation to that of the proletariat. Though in some of the literature on the 
subject his father appears only as a name, it is not without significance that the 
two scholars already mentioned, Mazlish and Wolfson — approaching Marx from 
different and sometimes startling angles in the 1980s, 150 years after he wrote 
his school-leaving essay — both attached considerable importance to his father’s 
influence, not only on his development but far into his mature theories. 

Wolfson, analyzing Marx’s writings up to The Communist Manifesto, shows 
him grappling with all the dilemmas faced by his father’s generation, to end up 
with a monistic theory of salvation that — reflecting ‘the deeper Jewish ideologi- 
cal heritage which his father had passed on despite himself? — failed as a science 
‘because its historical form was too close to the Old Testament original’, though 
it succeeded as a religion of the oppressed. 

Mazlish sees ‘the heaviest incubus inherited by the young man’ in what he 
paraphrases as the ‘Jewish guilt’ instilled in him by his father: ‘Karl was to 
spend the rest of his life sacrificing self, wife and children, in a material sense, 
to disprove his father’s charge of egoism.’ The father’s contradictory admoni- 
tions, feeding his ego and lofty ambitions while accusing him of selfishness, ‘are 
a shadow over the later dialectical solutions worked out by the mature thinker, 
Marx.”?? 

Whatever the real nature of the alienation problem Karl Marx inherited 
from his father, he was of course not the product of parental influence alone. 
Through the history of the Marx family, even prior to Karl’s father, we may — 
applying Heine’s dictum, ‘Earliest beginnings explain latest phenomena’ — not 
only reach the roots of the alienation problem but gain a new and comprehen- 
sive view of the elements that went into the making of the future Marx of 
history, the Marx of world importance. l 


Joshua Heschel Marx was born on 8 April 1777 at Sarrelouis, today’s Saar- 
Jautern in Germany, but at that time a small French fortress-town on the Sarre 
or Saar river. He was the second son of Mordecai Halevi (the Levite), who was 
the rabbi of Sarrelouis. The French spelled the rabbi’s name Lévy, and did not 
call him Mordecai but Marc. ‘Le rabbin Marc Lévy’ is how he figured in a 
census carried out at Sarrelouis in 1788. This grandfather of Karl Marx was 
born around 1740 in Bohemia, but some time after the mid-century he had 
turned up in Trier, where in 1774 he married Hayya Lvov, the daughter of 
Trier’s rabbi Moses Lvov. 

In 1788, when his father-in-law died, Mordecai or Marc Lévy was called to 
succeed him as rabbi of Trier, which — though only some 50 kilometres south of 
Sarrelouis — was ruled by Archbishop Clement Wenceslas, who was a Prince- 
Elector of the then German Holy Roman Empire. Rabbi Mordecai and his wife 
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Hayya already had three children, Samuel, Joshua Heschel and Esther; a fourth, 
Moses, was born either in Sarrelouis or in Trier; a fifth, Babette, followed in 
1789. The family’s name was still Lévy. 

The origin of the name Marx is entirely a matter of conjecture. Indeed, con- 
jecture has ranged from ‘Marx is a shortened form of Mordecai’ to the observa- 
tion that ‘Marx is a German form of Mark, the New Testament apostle’. But it is 
now established that, some time after his arrival in Trier, Marx’s grandfather 
began to call himself Marx-Levy, and that the first member of the family to be 
called Marx at birth was his sixth child, Jacob or Jacobus Marx, as reported on 
behalf of his parents by the midwife who delivered him on 16 June 1800, and 
so entered in his birth certificate. To confound matters and confuse later 
researchers, the Trier population census in 1802 continued to feature Marx’s 
grandfather as Marx-Levy; the Coblenz Law School entry, made years after his 
death, referred to him as ‘Marcus Samuel Levy’; and the name of Karl Marx’s 
grandmother Hayya appears in some documents as Hayen Moyses, in others as 
Cain, and in the Coblenz entry as Eve Moses.”* Moses was actually the first name 
of her father, Moses Lvov, but most of Europe’s Jews, with some exceptions — 
Heine is a case in point — had no family names at the time. They were known by 
their first name, followed by their father’s first name. 

Karl Marx’s grandfather became ‘Marcus Samuel Levy’ by a similar cou- 
pling of his own and his father’s names. His real name — as inscribed on his 
tombstone in Trier — was ‘Mordecai Halevi, son of Samuel of Poselburg’. 
Poselburg was identified in 1973 as Bosenberg in Bohemia, also called Postel- 
berg in German. In Czech it is called Postoloprti, and German researchers have 
unearthed a single Samuel registered in that place in 1735, who may well have 
been Karl Marx’s great-grandfather. 

The name that was one day to resound around the world thus developed 
by stages from Mordecai-Marc-Marcus-Marx-Levy to Marx. The original 
Mordecai, however, never had any personal papers in the name of Marx. He 
died before Napoleon in 1808 ordered the Jews in his territories to adopt family 
names for the purpose of facilitating their conscription into the army. Joshua 
Heschel’s elder brother Samuel thereupon formally and officially adopted the 
name Marx in his own behalf and that of all his siblings. 


Marx’s father, Heschel Marx-Levy by name at the time, was 11 years old when 
Rabbi Mordecai and his family moved from Sarrelouis to Trier. This was a cir- 
cumvallated city, with an overwhelmingly Catholic population that, between 
then and 1815, apparently never exceeded 9,000.73 Its small number of Protes- 
tant families had been expelled in 1738, but a few had since been readmitted as 
‘tolerated’ inhabitants. Conquered from the Treveri by Julius Caesar in 56 BC 
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and later fortified by Augustus, it was Germany’s oldest city. Its Jewish commu- 
nity, too, was the oldest in Germany after Worms, which together with Coblenz 
belonged to the same Trier church-state. With the number of Jews throughout 
the sovereign archbishopric limited since 1723 to 165 families, only a dozen or 
so lived in Trier itself.?4 Besides a yearly lump sum to the prince-archbishop’s 
court treasury for the right of residence, they paid — on penalty of expulsion — 
‘New Year’s money’ and Schutzge/d (‘protection money’) to the cathedral chap- 
ter, and were too few to support their rabbi in style. 

The Marx-Levys settled down in an old two-storey building at 183 Weber- 
bachstrasse, in the rear garden of which a converted summer-house served as a 
synagogue. The front building had 6 rooms, which they shared with another 
family, the house having two kitchens, two pantries and a cellar. Karl Marx’s 
grandparents eventually had 6 sons — not counting one who died as a baby — and 
two daughters; they kept two maids, and the part of the ramshackle building 
they inhabited in the Weberbachstrasse became uncomfortably crowded. 

Marx’s father thus grew up in straitened circumstances, not to say in penury. 
Trier, rising picturesquely on the Moselle, presided over a fertile valley ringed 
by lovely wine-producing hills. Besides boasting an amphitheatre built around 
AD 100, a huge 4th-century Roman gateway black with age and called Porta 
Nigra, and other monuments of its past glory as Augusta Treverorum, Trier 
had some pretty red sandstone houses set between orchards and gardens. But 
it was also a stifling city, for within its ancient walls it was — as Goethe described 
it in 1793 — ‘burdened, nay, oppressed’ with medieval ‘churches and chapels 
and cloisters and colleges and buildings dedicated to chivalrous and religious 
orders, to say nothing of the abbacies, Carthusian convents and institutions 
investing, nay, blockading it from without.’ 

Yet in popish-looking Trier — sancta civitas Trevirorum, once famous for its 
piety and monastic learning and still teeming with nearly 1,000 ecclesiastics — 
the boy who was to become Marx’s father also landed in a place close to the 
Rhine, whose burghers were among the first to sense the intellectual currents in 
France on the eve of the Revolution. Although politically governed from Cob- 
lenz, Trier’s town council was dominated by a coalition of bourgeois patricians, 
important merchants and professors of its ancient university. In March 1785, 
three years before the arrival of the Marx-Levys, the governor of Trier had 
reported to Coblenz that the local citizenry was beginning to harbour ‘strong 
republican’ feelings and showing an ‘indomitably libertarian spirit’.75 

The decisive events that were to affect the life of Heschel Marx-Levy were, 
of course, the French Revolution and, in its aftermath, the emancipation of 
the Jews on 28 September 1791, when the National Assembly in Paris unani- 
mously adopted a resolution making France the first country — other than the 
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USA — to grant its Jews equality and the rights of full ‘active? citizenship. The 
Revolution brought a growing stream of Royalist French émigrés to Trier, 
swelling its population by 10 per cent. Soon Condé’s Royalist troops could be 
seen exercising in the territory of the archbishopric by permission of its ruler. 
The insolence and carousing in town of these young aristocratic sports, 
coupled with fear of retaliation by the new leaders of France, caused friction 
between the citizenry and the Archbishop before the adolescent Heschel was 
to see the so-called ‘Army of the Princes’ retreating in disarray through Trier 
from the terrible artillery drubbing at Valmy. 

As for the emancipation of the French Jews, Heschel was a little over 14 
when this epochal event of wider than Jewish significance occurred. For the 
first time since their dispersal in antiquity, when they had been carried off into 
captivity in such numbers that the price of slaves in the Roman Empire had 
dropped, Jews were to be admitted, however slowly and gradually, into the 
mainstream of European life. “The metric system and the pioneer emancipa- 
tion of the Jews’ were ranked by the historian E.J. Hobsbawm as the two ‘most 
striking international results’ and lasting achievements of the French Revolu- 
tion.?° Yet a century or so after the event, Max Nordau, one of the principal 
speakers at the First Zionist Congress held in Switzerland in 1897, was to 
charge that in practice the emancipation was a sham precisely because it had 
been granted on the basis of a purely rationalist, mathematically abstract prin- 
ciple and not out of any fraternal sentiment. 

Indeed, the National Assembly’s resolution of September 1791 had only been 
adopted after many adjournments, several stormy debates and much foot-drag- 
ging. The readmission into the Gentile world of a shadow-people excluded 
from it for nearly two millennia confronted the fathers of the Revolution with 
unprecedented problems and a terrible dichotomy between their principles and 
their feelings. On the one hand, they could not deny the Jews equality on theo- 
logical grounds, the Declaration of the Rights of Man having expressly stipu- 
lated that no person could be deprived of equal rights or ‘molested for his 
opinions, even such as are religious’; on the other, the Abbé Grégoire, Mirabeau 
and other advocates of emancipation shared with its opponents the collective 
negative image of the Jews, popularized by Voltaire, as an ‘uncivilized’ horde. 
But whereas Marat and Desmoulins simply ridiculed the idea of equalizing the 
Jews, and such violent anti-emancipation spokesmen as the Abbé J.S. Maury, 
the later cardinal of Paris, and the Alsatian deputy Reubell (a future member of 
the Directory) referred to them, respectively, as ‘aliens’ and ‘Africans’, the Abbé 
Grégoire blamed their ‘vices’ on their long servitude and argued that their char- 
acter could be ‘regenerated’, i.e., reformed for the better by ending their dis- 
abilities, 
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The battle for and against emancipation went on for more than 21 months in 
and outside the Assembly, to the accompaniment of a pamphlet war between 
the two camps. Its drama turned chiefly on the fate of some 32,000 Ashkenazi 
Jews of Alsace and Lorraine. Unlike France’s remaining 6,000 or so Sephardi or 
‘Portuguese’ Jews of Bordeaux, Bayonne and Avignon — whose forefathers had 
arrived as ‘new Christian’ refugees of the Inquisition, and who had since adop- 
ted French manners and customs — those of Alsace (which had become French 
only in 1648) had never assimilated. The acculturated Sephardi minority, who 
were well-to-do and had ancient letters-patent, had been allowed to vote for 
the States General and to serve in the national militia. The Ashkenazi Jews of 
Alsace, excluded from the cities and most professions, were largely observant. 
They petitioned the National Assembly for elementary human rights and an 
end to discrimination, but asked to maintain the communal autonomy which 
since the Middle Ages had allowed their rabbinical judges and administrators to 
run their internal affairs so long as they paid their oppressive taxes. This was 
something the new French nation-state — having just abolished the corporate 
body of the Church — was hardly prepared to contemplate. 

The National Assembly’s way of dealing with its dilemmas was to enfran- 
chise only the Sephardi-Portuguese minority in January 1790. The bulk of 
French Jewry in Alsace was left in limbo. At the same time citizenship was 
granted to the Negro freemen in the French Antilles. It was only after Adrien 
Duport, a leading Jacobin and one of the founders of the Club des Trentes, 
reminded the Assembly that ‘Muslims and men of all sects enjoy political rights 
in France’ that the deputies, fearful of betraying the Revolution’s own princi- 
ples, had conferred equality on the Jews. The decision had provoked riots, esp- 
ecially in Alsace. Overnight, as one of France’s Jewish intellectuals rejoiced, a 
people who only yesterday ‘seemed doomed to remain forever in bondage and 
abasement’ were awakened to ‘a sense of happiness by the liveliest emotion of 
the purest joy.’7 Something of the same emotion must have gripped the Marx- 
Levys in 1794 when the emancipation came to them upon Archbishop Clement 
Wenceslas’s taking flight before the victorious troops of the French Revolution, 
who occupied the main Rhineland cities. 

The Jews were not the only ones to receive the French with enthusiasm. In 
Bonn, German ‘democrats’ helped to smash the gate of the ghetto with axes. 
During the short-lived ‘Mainz Republic’, Jewish members of the city’s 500- 
strong ‘Jacobin’ Club were given a prominent part in the ceremonial planting 
of a ‘Liberty Tree’ to signal the new era of equality. In Trier, too, where the 
French ‘freed the intelligentsia from the tutelage of the priests, men danced 
round their “tree of freedom” just like the inhabitants of Mainz. They had 
their own Jacobin Club.’28 
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In Trier, the French — besides demanding 60,000 bottles of wine to be supplied 
to them daily — imposed a levy of 1.5 million Jores, requisitioned everything from 
hemp, hides and foodstuffs to steel, timber and building materials, turned the 
cathedral into a storage centre and dismantled the lead roof of one of the chur- 
ches. But after the Peace of Campo Formio (in which they were secretly promised 
the left bank of the Rhine in a future settlement), they relaxed their heavy hand. 
By the end of 1797 all officials, teachers, judges and municipal councillors had 
taken the French oath of loyalty. All burghers wore the tricoloured cocarde, and 
early in 1798 Trier celebrated the end of feudal privileges, peasant servitude and 
the grant of ‘all the benefits of the French Republic’, with two-day ceremonies, 
processions and the solemn planting — to the mixed sound of church bells and 
salvos from 50 cannon — of a second ‘Liberty Tree’ in the cathedral square. 

Trier became the government centre, and starting with the Peace of Luné- 
ville in 1801, the official capital of the Departement de la Sarre. It was to remain 
that for another 13 years until Napoleon’s downfall. Karl Marx’s father thus 
spent two uninterrupted decades, from 1794 to 1814 — the decisive period of his 
passage to maturity from a 17-year-old to a full-grown man of 37 — under the 
same egalitarian ‘French spirit which Heine experienced in Düsseldorf up to 
his adolescence. 

According to the oral family tradition transmitted by Eleanor Marx-Aveling, 
her grandfather was ‘steeped in the eighteenth century’s free French ideas on 
politics, religion, life and art’.?9 It is something of a mystery, though, what edu- 
cation he received, and where, before he started his law studies when he was 
past 30. Until 1794 Trier had only Catholic schools, and it is doubtful that 
Rabbi Mordecai Marx-Levy would send his son to one.3° It may be assumed 
that his chief boyhood tuition was in the Bible and the Talmud, though he was 
not trained for the rabbinate, as were two of his brothers, the elder Samuel and 
a younger one, Moses. 

A more intriguing question is when he became estranged from his family, or 
what caused the process of alienation which he supposedly passed on to his son 
Karl. His veiled remark, years later, to Kar] that he had ‘got nothing? from his 
family but his ‘mother’s love, and for that I had to struggle and to suffer in order 
not to hurt her’, would seem to indicate some rift with his father, Rabbi Morde- 
cai, and a better, though not a smooth, relationship with his mother. The precise 
nature of what went on in the family is unknown. All that can be said for certain 
is that once Heschel’s interest in the general secular culture had been aroused, 
he began to devour the rationalist literature of the Enlightenment and the fash- 
ionable works of Voltaire and Rousseau; and that, in this or that order, he also 
familiarized himself with the philosophic ideas of Kant and the scientific ones of 
Newton and Leibniz. There is internal evidence to show that he was a fervent 
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admirer of John Locke, and saw the philosopher as the handmaiden of science 
employed ‘in clearing the ground a little and removing some of the rubbish that 
lies on the way to knowledge’; and ultimately he was to become, in the words of 
his son’s brother-in-law, ‘a Protestant à la Lessing.’3? 


Although the next great turning-point in Heschel’s life was to come in 1804, 
when Rabbi Mordecai died and Napoleon visited Trier, no appreciation of his 
intellectual development and tortuous life can ignore a trend of major signifi- 
cance which became evident at the end of the 18th century among the several 
hundred unemancipated Jewish families rich enough to have bought ‘protected’ 
status and residence permits in Berlin. For some, if not all, the reasons that 
were ultimately to propel Heschel Marx-Levy towards baptism were being pre- 
figured in the Prussian capital. There, even as Schiller, Goethe, Kant, Fichte, 
Hölderlin, Novalis and other poets and thinkers were in the 1790s producing 
the finest flowers of German culture, the historic rapprochement — and eventu- 
ally veritable ‘symbiosis’ — between enlightened German and Jewish minds had 
started in Moses Mendelssohn’s circle. 

Berlin in 1797, when Friedrich Wilhelm III ascended the Prussian throne, 
was a city tense and agog with the wars and other after-effects of the French 
Revolution, but otherwise one of the most boring capitals in Europe. The social 
life of Prussia’s aristocratic civil and military officials, who hardly ever read a 
book, was confined to ‘court festivities and levees, and at carnival time there 
were routs organized according to prescription’ for the high functionaries.3? 

Scholars usually met at taverns, without their wives or mistresses. Before he 
died in 1786, Moses Mendelssohn was practically the only intellectual who kept 
open house for friends and visitors. At the same time, the drawing-rooms of 
several extraordinary Berlin Jewish women had become the most brilliant and 
sought-after meeting places, next to the court, of the cream of the capitals 
society and enlightened intelligentsia, both Christian and Jewish. 

The first and most famous was that of Henriette Herz, a cultured young 
beauty and the wife of Marcus Herz, a distinguished physician and former phi- 
losophy student, whom Kant himself had chosen to be his ‘advocate’ when 
arguing his dissertation in Königsberg. King Friedrich Wilhelm HI, when still 
Crown Prince, had often come to the Herz drawing-room with his tutor to hear 
Marcus Herz expound Kant’s philosophy. Doctor Herz, who had wide-ranging 
extramedical interests, also read papers on physics ‘illustrated by experiments’ 
which attracted numbers of Prussian courtiers, young aristocratic intellectuals, 
and distinguished foreign visitors. 

Wilhelm von Humboldt, the budding scholar and statesman, who at 20 had 
attended sessions of the National Assembly in Paris, was so bored at his family 
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castle in Tegel that he dated his letters from ‘Castle Ennui’. Soon he found his 
way to the Herz house, as did his brother Alexander, the later explorer of Vene- 
zuela and the Orinoco River and world-famous natural scientist. In the Herz 
drawing-room, and a little later in the ‘garret-salon’ of their friend Rahel 
Levin, they would find the philosopher Fichte and the leader of the new 
Romantic movement, Friedrich von Schlegel, as well as the poets and writers 
Jean Paul Richter, Clemens Brentano and Ludwig Tieck, the co-translator of 
Shakespeare together with Schlegel’s brother August. Schiller was sometimes 
present, and Madame de Staél, whenever she visited Berlin. There would be 
Mendelssohn’s two daughters, Dorothea and Henriette, and several other beau- 
tiful, well-educated young women familiar with Voltaire and the fashionable 
French and English literature.33 

In the Herz drawing-room, after food and wine, guests danced the new 
‘Queen’s minuet’, or played party games. There were reading-circles, and some- 
times lawn tennis. At Rahel Levin’s, on the top floor of her father’s house in the 
Jaegerstrasse, the atmosphere was more bohemian. There the King’s eccentric 
younger brother Louis Ferdinand — the Prince of Prussia by his court style, 
destined to die while leading the Prussian vanguard against Napoleon in the 
Battle of Jena — would climb the stairs to her ‘garret’ late at night to discuss the 
mysteries of existence in the light of the new philosophical and Romantic ideas 
with Heinrich von Kleist, the Humboldt brothers, the Schlegel brothers, Prince 
Radziwill, Friedrich Gentz — who translated Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the 
French Revolution and was to become Metternich’s right-hand man at the Vien- 
na Congress ~ and the Reverend Schleiermacher, who preached a new rational- 
ist Christianity. Within less than 10 years of Mendelssohn’s death, this small 
German-Jewish elite had developed a degree of intimacy that made Rahel 
Levin’s home the only place where the unfortunate Prince of Prussia felt free to 
play the piano and sing out his fantasies ‘through the open window in all the 
stillness of a winter night.’34 Against the sombre background of the times, the 
women not only provided intellectual stimulation and a refuge, in an atmos- 
phere free of convention rare in Germany, to some of her best young minds, 
but also set the cultural and literary tone in Berlin at the turn of the century. 

‘She was the first to understand and recognize me,’ Goethe said of Rahel 
Levin. Indeed, after reading his Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre and several meet- 
ings with him she proclaimed him — at a time when Goethe and the whole 
‘Weimar school’ were being attacked for snobbishness, paganism and profligacy 
— ‘divine’, and continued to be the prime mover in the launching of the Goethe 
cult in Germany. Hers was a sure literary flair that recognized the imaginative 
talent of Jean Paul Richter, the novelist who was to be acclaimed as the “Ger- 
man Dostoyevsky’, just as many years later she detected an ‘exceptional’ talent 


IZI 


THE Doctors OF REVOLUTION 


in young Harry Heine and became his patron and literary mentor when he 
was still quite unknown. Many of her famous contemporaries tried to capture 
in words the ineluctable quality which made the fragile, unprepossessive and 
melancholy-looking Rahel Levin not only a great inspirer and consoler of men, 
but the centre and ‘quintessence, as it were, of all the spiritual life of her 
time’.35 

The remarkable thing about these ‘clever Jewesses’ of Berlin who, in the 
words of Golo Mann, rapidly became ‘partners in the literary life of Germany, 
in fact, even helped to make it’, is that they did so while one Jew only — the 
court banker Daniel Itzig — had so far exceptionally been granted full citizen- 
ship rights in Prussia. The self-emancipated Berlin women, like the rest of the 
city’s small but educated Jewish community — now allowed to own 70 houses, 
but still subject to marital, occupational and other medieval-type restrictions — 
were all the more acutely conscious of the indignity of their inferior status as 
the French emancipation had now reached the Jews of the Rhineland. So pain- 
ful was this feeling that in 1795 Rahel Levin, at the age of 24, cried out: ‘I imag- 
ine that just as I was being thrust into the world a supernatural being plunged a 
dagger into my heart with these words: “You shall have feeling, see the world as 
only a few see it. You shall be great-hearted and noble... restless and given to 
incessant thought... But with one reservation: You shall be Jewish.” And now 
my whole life is a continual bleeding...’ 

Moses Mendelssohn’s new definition of Judaism, postulating that certain of 
its ancient laws had become obsolete with the destruction of the Temple in 
Jerusalem, when God ceased to be the sovereign of the Jewish state, had seem- 
ingly resolved its conflict with the rationalist age. As far as the Sinai revelation 
was concerned, he had — in his main philosophical work, Jerusalem, or On Reli- 
gious Might and Judaism — limited himself to presenting it as a divine law or 
‘constitution’ handed down to the Jews in a unique empirical-historic occur- 
rence witnessed and accepted by a whole people, and therefore to be seen as a 
vérité de fait. The moral imperatives of this code were binding only on those 
who wished to obey it, and those of its commandments that remained valid 
were only the Jews’ prescribed way of serving God. Writing in Christian 
Prussia before the advent of the national state, Mendelssohn affirmed that a 
man’s beliefs were a private matter between himself and his conscience. More- 
over, since the Jewish religion claimed no miracles unacceptable to reason, its 
adherents were entitled to a place in the civil society of the enlightened state, 
which had no right to coerce religious convictions. Already during his lifetime, 
however, Mendelssohn’s subtle philosophical transformation of the God of 
Sinai into the God of Reason involved him in sharp controversy not only with 
orthodox rabbis but with conservative Christian theologians. 
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Challenged by the latter either to convert or to refute Christianity, Mendels- 
sohn — whose vision was of a plurality of religions respecting and enriching 
each other within a universal humanist civilization — had before his death 
rushed to explain ‘the difference between the Old and the New Testament, as I 
see it. The first harmonizes with my philosophical convictions or at least does 
not contradict them; the latter asks for a belief that I am unable to accept.” And 
in an allegory refuting the argument that Judaism was only the herald of Chris- 
tianity, he wrote that ‘even if the Jewish faith were, as claimed, the lower base- 
ment upon which Christianity rests as the upper floor, no one would expect 
anyone to tear down the basement in order to take up residence on the upper 
floor.’ 

Mendelssohn, who died before the French Revolution, had hoped that toler- 
ance and reason would gradually put an end to prejudice and discrimination. 
While he set Judaism on the road towards modernity, he had no way of foresee- 
ing that his break with historic tradition, though inevitable in the long run, 
would lead his own family tragically far from his intentions. For now his own 
daughters and the other ‘clever Jewesses’ of Berlin, who in Henriette Herz’s 
words had been educated without ‘any link to tradition such as perpetuates 
itself from generation to generation yet keeps pace with the spirit of the age’, 
were like ‘absolutely virgin soil’ to every fashionable secular current. Breaking 
the barrier of their formal non-emancipation, dazzled by the ferment which in 
1799 made the Romantic poet Novalis speak of ‘a new and better civilization’ 
being born from the intellectual renaissance in Germany — even as the rest of 
Europe was absorbed in war — they had got the idea that much of Judaism with 
its discardable old ‘superstitions’ was no longer a religion fit for ‘educated’ 
people and were irresistibly attracted by what Heine was to call ‘the very 
enlightened Christianity... which could be had in Berlin’s churches at that time 
without even the divinity of Christ, like turtle soup without turtle.’ 

Dorothea Mendelssohn, the philosopher’s eldest and highly sophisticated 
daughter, went completely overboard when she fell in love with Friedrich 
Schlegel, the great aesthete of the Romantic school. In 1798 she divorced her 
banker husband Simon Veit, left their two children, and defying public opinion, 
went to live with Schlegel. Following him to Jena and Paris, where they were 
married in 1804, Dorothea converted to Protestantism, and a few years later in 
Vienna went over with her husband to Catholicism. Dorothea’s younger sister, 
Henriette, was independently to be baptized into the Catholic Church while 
tutoring the daughter of a French general in Paris. Only one of Mendelssohn’s 
sons remained Jewish, while two others — including the father of Felix Men- 
delssohn, the composer — converted to Protestantism. So, after waiting until her 
mother died, did the ‘beautiful Circassian’, Henriette Herz. The melancholy 
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Rahel Levin, after two prolonged and disappointing engagements with a Prus- 
sian count and a Spanish legation secretary, was to break with her family at the 
age of 43 when — marrying Varnhagen von Ense, a liberal Prussian diplomat 14 
years her junior — she, too, became a Protestant. 

It has been said of these women that they were deluded by the humanist 
voice of Friedrich von Schiller, and in trying to build a bridge to the Germans 
they had found ‘the wrong address’. For Schiller, the anti-nationalist poet of 
freedom and universal brotherhood, was not truly representative of Germany. 
Alternately, the enthusiasm with which they stimulated the gestation, within a 
most select Berlin circle, of the singular German-Jewish ‘symbiosis’ which in 
the roth century was to produce some brilliant as well as bitter fruit has been 
ascribed to their intoxication with ‘the things of the spirit’, with ‘great thoughts 
and philosophies and art’ in a way which made them ‘soar beyond the confines 
of actual everyday reality.’3° Indeed, in prosaic reality, neither Schlegel nor 
Fichte nor Friedrich Gentz nor any of Germany’s rising young men who fre- 
quented the salons of these women would have accepted them had they not so 
easily succumbed to the teaching of the elegant and suave Reverend Schleier- 
macher — whom Henriette Herz called ‘our bijou’ — that Judaism was a ‘moan- 
ing’, mummified religion. 

Goethe, the idol of Rahel’s salon and himself a freethinker, admired the Jews 
for having produced ‘so many gifted men in art and science’. But for all the 
detestable ‘wrangling and partisanship’ he saw in Christianity, he felt that it 
offered the only common ground for generating some truly humanist religion, 
and vehemently opposed granting the Jews equality. Wilhelm von Humboldt, 
on the other hand, was to advise the Prussian King in favour of it as the best 
way of converting the Jews. Friedrich Gentz made Rahel Levin the life-long 
confidante of his many love-affairs but considered the Jews damned ‘unto the 
ten thousandth generation’ for their ‘purblind, wanton intellectuality’, one of 
the very qualities that made her attractive to him and others. Kant, whose phi- 
losophy found an early expositor in Henriette Herz’s husband — and the most 
brilliant one, by Kant’s own admission, in Solomon Maimon, another habitué 
of her salon — disparaged Judaism as a religion. While praising Maimon in one 
place, Kant, as only recently discovered, privately maligned him in 1798 and 
strongly disparaged the Jews.3? 

And Fichte, the idealist philosopher who called Solomon Maimon ‘one of 
the greatest thinkers of our period’ and in another context confessed that 
Dorothea Mendelssohn undermined his belief ‘that no good can come out of 
this nation’, declared in an article in the 1790s that the only way of protecting 
Germany from the Jews — short of ‘chopping off all their heads in a single night 
and screwing fresh ones on their shoulders from which any Jewish idea has been 
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expurgated’ — was ‘to conquer their Promised Land for them and ship the lot 
off there.’38 

Shortly after Prussia’s defeat at Jena, Fichte was invited to give a series of 
morale-boosting lectures in Berlin. In these famous ‘Addresses to the German 
Nation’ (Reden an die Deutsche Nation) — delivered in a capital teeming with 
Napoleon’s troops and bayonets, and to have an extraordinary effect on the 
youth of a dejected country — Fichte launched the theory that ‘according to one 
of the particular laws of development of the Divine’, the Germans were an 
unadulterated Urvo/k, a ‘primal’ and superior ‘people of peoples’.39 At the same 
time, he took the occasion to put the Jews beyond the pale as an ‘inimical 
nation’, inferior yet hostile to and menacing ‘all the human species’. Appointed 
the first rector of Berlin University on its foundation in 1810 by Wilhelm von 
Humboldt, Fichte, the theorist of ‘might is right’, was to become Germany’s 
national philosopher and the godfather of its rgth-century chauvinist and 
racially minded tendencies. 


Heschel Marx-Levy’s life, once Trier was restored to Prussia, was to be affected 
by this nascent current and by the reactionary policies carried out by such men 
as Friedrich Gentz and one or two other friends of the ‘clever Jewesses’ of Ber- 
lin. He was not a party to, though he may have known of, the frustration which 
in 1799 moved the leader of Berlin’s educated Jews, David Friedlaender, to 
make a bold and rather desperate announcement, in an anonymously published 
Open Letter to the Right Reverend Church Councillor and Provost Teller in Berlin. 
What Friedlaender’s Letter said was that, if granted citizenship and exempted 
from having to accept the divinity of Jesus, a group of ‘householders’ was ready 
to undergo baptism in a kind of merger between Judaism and Protestantism 
based on the principle of monotheism common to both beliefs. 

Politely rejected, Friedlaender’s attempt to obtain from the Church — by 
means of ‘dry baptism’, as his idea was ridiculed in Jewish and Christian circles 
alike — the civil rights that the state refused to grant was motivated by a combi- 
nation of eagerness to prove his genuine love of Germany and German culture 
and an anxiety which made his hair ‘bristle at the thought that our sons will first 
abandon Judaism and then convert to Christianity.’ Friedlaender, who was a 
rich and respected community leader, a disciple of Kant and Mendelssohn, 
next proposed the replacement of Talmud study by secular German subjects, 
and was to become one of the founders of modern Reform Judaism. 

Friedlaender’s father-in-law was that Daniel Itzig, who, for his services to 
Prussia since the Seven Years War, had been singled out for the special ‘bene- 
faction’ of citizenship and ‘the same rights as all Christian families’. This inc- 
luded the spouses of his children as well as their descendants, but only of the 
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male line. While Friedlaender had thus become a citizen, his own children 
remained, in the language of Itzig’s patent, ‘common Jews’, adding personal 
fuel to his continuing struggle for emancipation by means of speeded-up ‘Ger- 
manization’. Itzig himself, who died in 1798 — the year before Friedlaender sent 
up his ‘dry baptism’ trial balloon — was so alarmed by the rapid ‘assimilationist’ 
trend unwittingly launched by his old friend Mendelssohn that he inserted a 
stipulation in his will disinheriting any of his descendants who converted. 

At this time, Heschel Marx-Levy, far from being reduced to any such straits, 
enjoyed civil rights under the French emancipation act of 1791. No one in Trier 
was trying to make his enjoyment of them dependent on his submitting to any 
state-approved faith or the majority religion. His interest in Voltaire and the 
other Enlightenment philosophers, including Mendelssohn, had estranged him 
from his father, Rabbi Mordecai, and there was some tension in the family. 
But one could be a follower of Mendelssohn, read Voltaire, Rousseau and all 
the secular literature and yet remain, like Mendelssohn himself, faithful to 
Judaism. Mendelssohn had even coined a famous dictum — ‘Be a Jew at home 
and a man outside’ — encapsulating all it required. Anyhow, Heschel’s rift with 
his father, possibly aggravated by differences of temperament, family disputes 
or other conceivable reasons, ended on 24 October 1804, when Rabbi Mordecai 
died. 

By that time, however, the emancipation had given rise to its own host of 
political, legal, socio-economic and cultural as well as psychological problems — 
some of them foreseen and others undreamt-of — bedevilling both the emanci- 
pators and the emancipated. Napoleon was about to take them in hand and cut 
through the whole complex knot in one clean sweep. It was this imperial inter- 
vention and its consequences that were to preoccupy Heschel even as his 
father’s death freed him to live as he pleased. 

Napoleon arrived in Trier on a three-day visit on 6 October 1804. The newly 
anointed Emperor, on a tour of his northern departements since the end of 
August, arrived from Coblenz, after having stopped at Aix-la-Chapelle, Col- 
ogne, Bonn and Mainz. At Coblenz he received the local rabbi, Emanuel Deutz, 
and was favourably impressed by him. (Deutz was later to become Chief Rabbi 
of Paris.) Napoleon is known to have met other rabbis and Jewish notables in 
the course of this tour, but there is no knowing whether he also received Rabbi 
Mordecai Marx-Levy, who, less than three weeks from his death, may have 
been too ill to wait upon the Emperor. 

‘As for the Jews’, Napoleon Bonaparte had told the Conseil d’Etat in 1801, 
‘they are a nation apart, the sect of which does not mix with any other. We shall 
have ample time to deal with it later on.” The Council was discussing the Con- 
cordat with the Papacy, according to which ecclesiastics were henceforth to be 
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appointed by the government and merely to be confirmed by the Pope. In 
presenting the new law which by 1802 was to regulate the functioning of the 
Protestant church as well, Portalis — Bonaparte’s Director of Cults — explained 
rather cynically why the Jews could wait: ‘They are less a religion than a 
nation... The government wishes to respect the eternity of this people which 
has survived to this day... and which, so far as its priesthood and cult are con- 
cerned, regards it as one of its greatest privileges to have only God as its law- 
giver.’4° 

This pointed reference to the unique historical character of the Jews as both 
a religion and a nation since antiquity touched upon an aspect which the fathers 
of the Revolution had disregarded when they emancipated the Jews in 1791 and 
offered them legal and social integration into ‘the common culture of Europe’. 
In the supranational ardour of the Enlightenment, they had dismissed it as 
irrelevant, or had brushed it aside by the argument that the Jews were anyway 
‘only the debris of a destroyed nation’. Taking a great leap forward, they had 
emancipated the Jews as individuals but had abolished the autonomy which had 
enabled their rabbis, rabbinical judges and syndics not only to administer their 
religious life and ceremonies but to settle internal lawsuits, collect the taxes and 
run the social and educational affairs of their communities. This autonomy, 
coupled with their voluntary discipline, was one of the elements which had 
made it possible for the Jews to maintain an extraordinary inner cohesion and to 
survive under the most precarious conditions. 

By 1804, nothing had yet been substituted for this type of quasi-political 
self-government. The prefect of the Moselle departement reported that year to 
the Minister of Cults in Paris ‘a state of anarchy in nearly all the [Jewish] com- 
munes of the departement’. The rabbis, he wrote, no longer had ‘any power to 
maintain religious discipline or to assess the taxes needed for the religion’s 
expenses.’ Similar reports were coming in from all parts of the empire. During 
the Terror, synagogues, like the churches, had been closed or turned into clubs 
or ‘temples of Reason’, occasionally into stables. With people not only leaving 
the ghettos, but free to move to other towns, and the voluntary tax-system in 
disarray, there was in 1804 no institution authorized to finance charities, hospi- 
tals and Torah schools, or even to pay the rabbis’ salaries. The Jewish religion, 
although not outlawed, had been left without a legal basis on which to function. 

Rabbi Mordecai Marx-Levy, who in 1804 was 55 years old, was an orthodox 
rabbi to whom preserving the theology, values and customs of Judaism was as 
important as the right to vote. The Talmudic principle that ‘the law of the land 
is the law’ — another of the elements which, enabling the Jews to adjust to any 
external national framework, had ensured their survival over vast stretches of 
history — meant in practice that there was no religious obstacle to their taking 
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the civic oath to the French Republic. The emancipators, however, brought up 
by the Enlightenment philosophes to deprecate all history that had gone before 
their own superior age, hardly regarded the Jews as a people with a history. 
Convinced in some degree or other that their character needed to be ‘regener- 
ated’ and reformed, they had undertaken to cure the Jews of their ‘vices’ in the 
expectation that equality would make them conform to the customs and way of 
life of the surrounding society. 

To Rabbi Mordecai, who had lived to see the holy Sabbath abolished (together 
with the Sunday day of rest), this meant accepting the norms of the society that 
had so long oppressed his people. To his son Heschel it was the new open society, 
inviting, alluring and full of opportunities. Due to the small number of Jews in 
Trier, Rabbi Mordecai was never well off. Now he had problems with his salary 
and the subsistence of his large family. By 1804, moreover, groups of Jews keen 
to restore synagogues and resume communal activities were requesting govern- 
ment approval for sundry schemes of ‘interior policing’, voluntary or obligatory 
fundraising, the appointment of rabbis, and so forth. Unhappy with their invit- 
ing ‘government intervention’ in the organization of religious life, Marx’s grand- 
father resented the loss of his authority, the fact that he could no longer marry 
couples unless a civil ceremony had taken place first, and the disorganization of 
his community. Perhaps most of all, he frowned at the new possibility of mixed 
marriages.+” 

Thus the tremendous and sudden change in the Jews’ relation to society 
wrought by the French emancipation, adding its own stress to the generation gap 
and increasing gulf between Heschel’s widening horizons and Rabbi Mordecai’s 
narrow world conception and constricting orthodoxy, had already had a disrupt- 
ing effect on Karl Marx’s paternal family during the last years of his grandfather’s 
life. Nevertheless, Karl’s father — as seems clear from recent research — remained 
Jewish enough after Rabbi Mordecai’s death and Napoleon’s reforms to serve for 
two years as secretary of the newly created Synagogue Consistory for the Sarre 
Departement. Even before that, as the kith and kin of both Trier’s late and new 
rabbi — his brother Samuel — Heschel was familiar with the state of affairs which 
induced Napoleon by 1806 to assemble what he termed the ‘States General’ of 
the Jews — commonly known as the.Assembly of Notables — in Paris, and in short 
order to call a Great Sanhedrin. 


In the third week of January 1806, fresh from the triumph at Austerlitz, Napo- 
leon stopped for two days at Strasbourg before going on to Paris. In March 
he ordered the Minister of Justice to examine the possibility, nearly 15 years 
after the emancipation, of depriving the Jews of their citizenship. The discus- 
sions which followed in the Conseil d’Etat during the next few months were to 
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culminate in a report by Louis Mathieu Molé — a young count, who became 
Prime Minister of France 30 years later — to the effect that ‘the code of the Jews 
includes at the same time the religion, the political and the civil laws, the habits, 
the manners and all of the customs of life. These diverse things, which every- 
where else are separated, are here mixed in the same code.’ 

This discovery, at any rate, put an end to the ambiguity evident in such loose 
previous definitions of Judaism as a ‘sect’, ‘religion’, ‘less of a religion than a 
nation’, etc. But even as it showed up the full complexity of the subject, Napo- 
leon now heaped abuse on the Jews and, short of expelling them, seemed deter- 
mined to take ‘exceptional’ measures against them — to the consternation of the 
jurists on the Conseil d’Etat, who felt that there was no legal basis for discrimi- 
nating between citizens, whatever their religion. 

In the background of Napoleon’s volte-face towards the Jews lurked an eco- 
nomic problem with political implications. Extending to Trier and the Rhine 
and Moselle departements which Napoleon had visited in 1804, it was of anar- 
chic proportions in Alsace, where it had been festering since the ‘forged 
receipts’ case of the 1770s. Three of the counterfeiters had been hanged, which 
only increased endemic anti-Jewish feelings in Alsace, but the peasants had 
never repaid the debts involved in the swindle, and starting in 1801, court deci- 
sions in favour of the Jewish lenders led to increasing charges of usury against 
them. There were old debts and mortgages and new debts; between September 
1800 and December 1802, Alsatian peasants officially borrowed no less than 
12,296,000 francs, though not from Jews alone. At the same time, the emancipa- 
tion had found the Jews owing large sums to Christians, which they had bor- 
rowed to pay their heavy communal taxes but found hard to collect and repay 
following the dissolution of their communities.*? The French had refused to 
nationalize these communal debts as they had done in the case of the other reli- 
gious corporations dissolved in the course of the Revolution. 

During his stop-over in Strasbourg on 22-23 January 1806, Napoleon heard 
from the prefect and other Alsatian leaders exaggerated reports of Jewish 
usury. He left with the impression that ‘whole villages’ were mortgaged to Jews 
and that unless something was done the peasants, being in a murderous mood 
since the worsening economic crisis of 1805, might riot and massacre their cre- 
ditors. The Jews of Alsace and the Rhine and Moselle departements, faced with 
similar charges, asked the prefects to be heard before being indiscriminately 
condemned. But while these pleas and the Jews’ requests for a statute ordering 
their religious affairs were ignored, the Alsatians established a powerful lobby in 
Paris. Although one of its virulent pamphlets was impounded by the police, 
copies of it evidently influenced the discussions in the Conseil d’Etat in the 
spring of 1806, making some of its members feel that while France alone had 
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‘incorporated the Jewish nation without any conditions into all the rights and 
benefits of its social order’, the Jews had somehow not kept their end of the 
bargain. And by that time the arch-conservative philosopher Louis de Bonald, 
who considered the whole Revolution to have been a terrible mistake, was 
declaring in the Mercure de France that the Jews had become the new feudal 
‘seigneurs of Alsace’, and openly demanding that their citizenship rights 
should be revoked.*3 

With the Abbé Grégoire and several other liberal writers publishing out- 
raged ripostes in other journals, the whole emancipation debate seemed to be 
flaring up anew, even as the discussions in the Conseil d’Etat reached their 
climax. The most dramatic session of the full Conseil took place on 30 April 
1806. It had originally ruled that it was impossible ‘to enact a particular law for 
the Jews’, as there was no fixed rate of interest on private or commercial loans. 
Noting that there was usury in regions uninhabited by Jews — and that it was 
in fact so widespread as to be curable only by a law ‘common to the whole 
Empire’ — the Conseil held that until such legislation was enacted, any usury 
blamed on the Jews had to be dealt with by the courts. Napoleon, however, 
worked through Molé, who belonged to Louis de Bonald’s reactionary circle. 
Repeating the opinion of that theoretician of the ancien régime that the misfor- 
tunes of the Jews were divine retribution for their crimes, Molé placed before 
the Conseil on 30 April a long report recommending drastic exceptional mea- 
sures against them. The Conseil then heard Jean-Claude Beugnot, a middle- 
aged liberal, who said in substance that the Jews could either be reformed or 
expelled, but that ‘exceptional’ measures against them would be ‘a lost battle 
on the battlefields of Justice’. 

At this, according to an eyewitness, the Emperor flew into a rage: ‘He rep- 
eated the unhappy phrase about the lost battle, and, in steadily growing excite- 
ment, he began to swear, something which, to my knowledge, never happened 
to him in the Conseil d’Etat.’44 Beugnot, who was to serve as Minister after 
Napoleon’s downfall, was stunned. 

Napoleon silenced all further discussion, ordered Molé’s report to be pub- 
lished in the Moniteur, and a few days later received its young author in private 
audience. On 7 May he informed the Conseil of his decision. ‘The Jewish 
nation’, he said, ‘has been constituted since Moses, usurious and oppressive.’ 
Metaphysics had misled Beugnot ‘to prefer a violent measure of deportation to 
a more effective and milder remedy.’ Neither abstract ‘metaphysical laws’ nor 
the tribunals would solve the problem in Alsace. What was needed were ‘simple 
laws, laws of exception’. To expel the Jews would be a sign of weakness, their 
reform an act of strength. But he would not act in an arbitrary manner. “The 
law needs a foundation. It is necessary to assemble the états généraux of the Jews 


130 


TSAR ALEXANDER, YOUNG Harry HEINE, AND MARX’S FATHER 


in Paris and to hear them. I wish that a General Synagogue be held in Paris on 
15 June.” 

This led to the so-called Assembly of Jewish Notables which, after some 
delays, finally held its opening session on 26 July 1806 in a hastily redecorated 
chapel of the former church of Saint-Jean-en-Gréve behind the Hôtel de Ville. 
The 111 delegates from France, Italy and the Rhineland chosen by the prefects 
to attend had no idea of Napoleon’s intentions. Several omens, though, boded 
ill for the Jews. In spite of the absence of a credit law making it impossible to 
ascertain the actual extent of Jewish usury, the Emperor in his Proclamation 
summoning the Assembly suspended for a year all mortgages held by Jews in 8 
departements in and around Alsace before their illegality had been proved. He 
also insisted that the Assembly open on a Sabbath, as if to show that France did 
not recognize it as a religious holiday. 

In Trier, Heschel Marx-Levy and his elder brother, Samuel, who had now 
been the town’s rabbi for almost two years, knew even less what was on Napo- 
leon’s mind. All they knew was that on the left bank of the Rhine, including the 
Sarre departement and Trier itself, the Jews had since medieval times been 
restricted to petty commerce, cattle trading and money-lending; and that this 
area was now included in the ‘suspension of all executions of judgment and 
bond-obligations by farmers in favour of Jews.’ Some of them faced financial 
ruin and the rabbi was powerless to help them; the French — having inspected 
the books of the former Archbishopric and discovered that during the War of 
the First Coalition the Jews had not paid two years’ cathedral and ‘protection’ 
taxes — were now tabulating these arrears and preparing to claim them from the 
community, with the interest since 1792. 

In Paris, Molé, one of three commissars appointed by the Emperor to the 
Assembly of Notables, informed the Jews that Napoleon was inviting them to 
cooperate in fixing their fate. As ‘the first Prince in the annals of Christianity’ 
to do so, he hoped they would prove themselves worthy of the title of French- 
men. It was only when asked to formulate answers to 12 questions, ranging 
from usury to polygamy and including some doctrinal ones, that they realized 
that Judaism and its legitimacy as a religion compatible with French civil law 
was to be probed. Etienne Pasquier, later president of the Chamber of Peers 
and Chancellor of France, who was one of the three commissars soon descried 
two camps among the delegates: ‘the philosophers’ and the rabbis. The former 
were mostly Portuguese or Italian lay syndics, wealthier, less religious and 
readier to assimilate than the minority of 15 or so rabbis. Differences of opinion 
did indeed develop between the two camps, but by the middle of August the 
Assembly, solving some of the dilemmas posed by their desire to be accepted as 
Frenchmen without being false to their faith, had all their answers ready. 
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A showdown over the question of mixed marriages was avoided by the for- 
mulation that they were not expressly forbidden but that ‘the rabbis of this 
Assembly would be no more inclined to bless the wedding of a Christian woman 
with a Jew, or of a Jewess with a Christian, than Catholic priests themselves 
would be disposed to sanction unions of this kind.’#* To the question whether 
Jewish citizens would patriotically defend France, the delegates responded 
spontaneously, ‘Yes, unto death!’ On the thorny issue of usury the Assembly, 
with many Bible quotations, declared that the Mosaic law forbade interest on 
loans to the needy but distinguished between these and ‘commercial operations, 
where the lender runs some of the risk of the borrower and is entitled to a share 
of his profit.’ Stating that all the Talmud ‘doctors’ had allowed such lawful int- 
erest even among themselves, the Assembly rejected claims that Jews charged 
higher interest from Gentiles. If individuals did so, would it not be ‘injustice to 
lay the same imputation on all Christians because some of them are guilty of 
usury?” 

Although the commissars were dissatisfied with some of the replies, both 
Molé and Pasquier were impressed by the rabbis. Pasquier later wrote in his 
Memoirs: ‘One found oneself in the presence of men who were very superior to 
the rabble they had been identified with. Very carefully taught in their religion 
and in its principles, they were strengthened in their attachment to it by the 
reproof it attracted to them: their very cultured minds were estranged from no 
human knowledge.’ Contrary to the commissars, the Minister of the Interior, 
Champagny, advised the Emperor on 20 August that the Jews had sincerely 
done their utmost ‘to comply with Your Majesty’s intentions’ without prejudic- 
ing their religion. 

Three days later, Napoleon decided to take in hand a new ‘organization of the 
Jewish people’ and by 18 September the summons went out for convening a 
Great Sanhedrin in Paris. It is not known who gave the Emperor the idea of 
resuscitating on French soil — nearly 19 centuries after the Romans had burned, 
razed and finally ploughed up Jerusalem — a dubious form of the once-august 
body which, eventually moving to Babylon, had gone out of the world in AD 432. 
The symbolism inherent in his observation that no assembly like it had met 
‘since the fall of the Temple’ may have constituted its very attraction, bolstered 
by the realization — according to Pasquier — that only firm endorsement by a rep- 
resentative group of rabbis could lend the decisions of the ‘Notables’ the spiri- 
tual authority and legal sanction to make them binding on Europe’s Jews. 

And so Karl Marx’s uncle, Samuel Marx-Levy, set out for Paris in time for 
the solemn opening — on 4 February 1807 — of the great conclave. Heralded as 
‘a miraculous turn in the history of the world’, the event made Metternich, at 
that time Vienna’s consul in Paris, call for counter-measures lest Napoleon’s 
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‘messianic’ ploy beguile the Jews of Poland to help him ‘liberate’ that country. 
Indeed Napoleon, who between summoning the Sanhedrin the previous aut- 
umn and its actual opening had crushed Prussia at Jena and entered Warsaw, is 
said to have been well aware of the fact that, according to Jewish lore, ‘the re- 
constitution of the Sanhedrin is associated with the coming of the Messiah.’47 

Samuel Marx-Levy was one of 30 rabbis chosen to join the 17 already in 
Paris. The statutory membership of the traditional Sanhedrin being 71, the 
most distinguished of the Assembly of Notables were picked to bring up the 
number to the full complement. They were seated in a semicircle, as of old. 
Napoleon, however, did nothing by halves. For greater effect, though unwit- 
tingly giving away something of its character as a travesty, special costumes had 
been designed for the Sanhedrin’s members — for the President, a tall, fur-lined 
two-cornered hat and a long magisterial robe with long white Geneva bands 
which gave Strasbourg’s distinguished Rabbi Sintzheim the stern look of a 
Swiss Calvinist; for the rabbis, black short silk capes and Geneva bands; the lay- 
men wore capes without Geneva bands, but were equipped with side-swords. 

Although the Assembly of Notables had finished its business almost 5 
months earlier, Napoleon, before leaving Paris for the wars, had ordered it not 
to disband. Its full plenum of more than 100 delegates — including those not 
involved in the proceedings of the Sanhedrin — were to remain on hand in Paris, 
to serve as ‘the basis of the operation’, the object of which was to elicit a clear 
statement that the French civil code took precedence over Judaic law. They 
were, in short, to help persuade the rabbis that any other attitude might, in the 
Emperor’s words, lead to ‘the expulsion of the Jewish people’.*® 

Since many of the delegates chosen by the prefects for their reputations as 
learned men hardly had the means to afford such a long stay while leaving their 
families unprovided for, the government agreed that they were entitled to an 
indemnity, but decided that it was to be raised from the Jewish communities in 
the form of a special tax. 

The Great Sanhedrin, faced with the exigency of adjusting Judaism to the 
new era and a changed society, met twice a week and performed its task both 
expeditiously and with an air of dignity. It refused to sanction mixed marriages, 
but endorsed most of the answers already given to the other questions. Its main 
affirmation was that Judaic law contained religious as well as political principles. 
While the religious ones were timeless and ‘by their very nature absolute and 
independent of the circumstances of the age’, the Great Sanhedrin ruled that 
the political ones applied only when Israel ‘possessed its own kings, pontiffs and 
magistrates’ in its own land. It emphasized the continuity of Jewish history by 
stressing that its ‘inalienable right to legislate according to the needs of the situ- 
ation’ was derived from ancient and sacred law, but enjoined on all ‘obedience to 
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the State in all matters civil and political.’ In short, the Sanhedrin, acting on the 
Talmudic precept that ‘the law of the land is the law’, conceded that the Jews 
were not a functioning nation. It had in fact no other alternative. Napoleon was 
about to engage the Tsar’s armies at Eylau and Friedland, and the shadow of 
the invincible Emperor hung over Poland and Russia, which at that time con- 
tained the largest Jewish settlement. 

The proceedings of the Great Sanhedrin, which ended on 9 March 1807, 
were immediately published in Paris, and shortly afterwards in English transla- 
tion in London and in German at Hamburg.t9 Having finished its main busi- 
ness in a matter of 4 weeks, the Sanhedrin expected to be consulted on the 
future ‘organization’ and legal status of the Jewish religion. But no sooner had 
it issued its doctrinal resolutions than it was dissolved as suddenly as it had been 
called. For reasons that will become apparent, Molé and the commissars pre- 
ferred to discuss the future of the Jewish cult with the more enlightened leaders 
of the Assembly of Notables. The abrupt disbanding of the Great Sanhedrin 
may or may not also have been prompted by the desire to assuage the growing 
annoyance in some Catholic circles at Napoleon’s making such a fuss about a 
‘detestable sect’. In fact the Sanhedrin generated more excitement in Christian 
circles than among the Jewish masses in Russia. There, as in Austria, the Jews 
continued to be treated like a rabble unfit to grace the cities, and the authorities 
feared that Napoleon was out to incite them against the Tsar. While Moscow’s 
Holy Synod pronounced Napoleon’s Sanhedrin an outright ‘debasement of the 
Church’, ultra-reactionary Catholic circles in Paris reputedly complained to the 
Pope that Napoleon was plotting an unholy alliance with world Jewry.>° 

Of the part played by Rabbi Samuel Marx-Levy in the Sanhedrin discus- 
sions, nothing is known. Letters written by its President and other members 
have been preserved, but none by Karl Marx’s uncle has come to light. The 
upshot of it all is, however, known. In May 1807, the date for the suspended 
repayment of the loans owed to the Jews was indefinitely extended. In Rabbi 
Samuel’s departement of the Sarre the Jews protested at having to pay the new 
tax imposed on them to defray the expenses of the Assembly of Notables — 
whose stay in Paris lasted a full 10 months — while not getting their own money 
back from their debtors. In Paris the chairman of the Assembly of Notables 
pled that 45,000 Jews in the 8 departements affected by the suspension of the 
debts could not be held responsible for perhaps a score of usurers who had only 
to be prosecuted. But the French representatives kept saying that nothing could 
be done while the Emperor was away. 

Still, Rabbi Samuel may be assumed to have shared the general optimism of 
the Jewish leaders. The Sanhedrin having done its best to satisfy the new 
Caesar, they felt confident that it was only a question of time before he would 
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respond with a fair solution to the problem of the loans and put an end, too, to 
the limbo in which the status of their cult had been left. They did not know that 
at the end of January, on the eve of the Sanhedrin’s opening, the Emperor had 
sent the Minister of the Interior certain instructions, and that he had judged 
and condemned them long before it convened. 

Napoleon’s secret instructions ~ sent from his headquarters in Poland and 
received in Paris on 16 February — detailed the aims he wished to see achieved. 
They showed that nothing had changed in his mind since his declaration in the 
Conseil d’Etat in May of the previous year that the Jews were a nation ‘usuri- 
ous’ by their very nature. His principal aim, according to the new instructions, 
was to save ‘the countryside and some departements from the disgrace of hav- 
ing become vassals to the Jews.’ This evil had to be stopped. He realized that it 
might ‘not be possible to proceed by means of the law.’ But he had other reme- 
dies. “The blood of the Jews will lose its particular character when, out of every 
three marriages, one is between Jew and Frenchman.’ Mixed marriages were so 
important in the Emperor’s determination to assimilate the Jews by hook or by 
crook that ‘measures must be taken to instruct, to encourage, to command in 
order to reach this aim.’ Napoleon was far from any racial or Wagnerian ideas, 
but he felt that the blood of the Jews was vitiated, and ‘a mass of vitiated blood 
can be improved only through time’, just as ‘good is produced slowly...’ For the 
rest, the Mosaic law had to be purged of any national or other connotations 
beyond pure religious worship. As for the modus operandi, ‘political results? 
could be achieved through ‘civil measures’, a circumlocution for administrative 
coercion and the ‘exceptional’ steps he had in mind all along.5" 

To get round the illegality of discriminating between citizens, a way had to 
be found to persuade the Jews themselves to ask the authorities to look into 
their affairs — for such purposes, say, as absolving them from the wholesale 
charge of usury and moral misbehaviour — thus opening the way to government 
intervention. Since the measures contemplated were sure to ‘frighten’ the rab- 
bis, the Grand Sanhedrin had been sent home. The Assembly of Notables, in 
which the so-called ‘philosophers’ — led by the chairman, A. Furtado, a respec- 
ted liberal politician, disciple of Voltaire and former vice-mayor of Bordeaux — 
predominated, was considered more amenable. Its members were especially 
sensitive to the usury issue. Having no idea that they were puppets in a larger 
game of Napoleon’s, and with his commissars denying that he had any inten- 
tion of applying special legislation to the Jews at large, they fell for the trick, 
and at their final session on 6 April 1807, after much heart-searching, adopted a 
motion in the sense desired of them. Still, the unconstitutional nature of the 
planned regulations caused some government hesitation, and it was not before 
the following spring that the blow fell. 
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On 17 March 1808, Napoleon signed an imperial edict barring Jews from 
engaging in trade without an annual certificate of ‘morals’ from a magistrate 
and a special permit. It restricted their movement across the Rhine, advised 
them to take up ‘useful’ crafts, and stopped newcomers from entering France 
unless they went into agriculture. While ostensibly lifting the moratorium on 
the debts owed to the Jews, it hedged their repayment with so many conditions 
and legal complexities as to practically cancel them, for the courts usually sided 
with the debtors. The decree also retroactively cancelled all debts owed by 
women, soldiers and officers to Jews if they swore they had borrowed the 
money without the knowledge of their husbands, officers, or commanding 
officers, respectively. Altogether, the decree meant practically ‘an annulment of 
monetary obligations’.>* It was signed by Napoleon for 10 years. Putting the 
Jews on probation, he expressed the pious hope that ‘by virtue of these regula- 
tions, no difference whatever would [by then] remain between the Jews and the 
other citizens’, or else the edict would be extended. 

This was the ‘Infamous Decree’, issued 10 years before Karl Marx’s birth, 
which his father-to-be was presently to attack. However, Heschel Marx-Levy 
owed his later profession as a lawyer to the fact that Napoleon had opened the 
doors of the universities to the Jews; paradoxically, too, his officers and admin- 
istrators were at this very time engaged in running battles with various German 
authorities to make them concede to the Jews even the kind of ‘equality’ with a 
difference now prescribed by the Emperor. Not before he made Frankfurt a 
Grand Duchy in 1810 did that ‘free city’ abolish its ill-famed ghetto or grant its 
Jews a modicum of equality, and then only after it had exacted a lump sum of 
440,000 florins in ‘protection tax’ revenue for 20 years ahead. 

Napoleon’s own contradictory-looking policy towards the Jews, for which he 
was to be compared to a man who ‘began like Julius Caesar but ended like 
Caligula’, was inspired by a genuine, if calculated, desire to ease the lot of the 
peasants of Alsace at somebody else’s expense. He had a general aversion to 
merchants and financiers, regarding them all as usurers. He knew few of his 
Jewish subjects, and learned only later — as he was to acknowledge in a little- 
known letter to a Jew in Danzig — that many of them served in his armies: ‘Dear 
sir, I love your nation,’ he wrote in 1812. ‘On the battlefields of Italy and the 
fields of Spain many a Jew gave his life for France’s greatness. I entirely favour 
your aspiration to be given rights in Prussia too.’53 

But there was a discernible dichotomy which Napoleon was unable to over- 
come. This was between his having grown up with the Enlightenment’s fixed 
contemptible image of the Jews and his statesmanlike wish, once he recognized 
their vitality, to absorb them into the French nation and integrate them into his 
new organization of Europe. For this purpose they not only had to be re-edu- 
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cated, taught agriculture and useful crafts, but denationalized. With the Great 
Sanhedrin itself subtly conveying that Jerusalem could be rebuilt in France, 
Napoleon — on the same day of 17 March 1808 — issued a second decree con- 
taining his long-expected new Law for Judaism and its religious organization. 
The accompanying aura of a messianic ‘Liberator’ and “Lawgiver’ — contempo- 
rary illustrations indeed depicted the Emperor holding a copy of his reformed 
version of “The Laws Given to Moses’, with his other hand raising a woman 
representing the Jewish people, her arm on the Ten Commandments, the 
Temple candelabrum behind her, with admiring rabbis prostrated at his feet 
and Mount Sinai in the distant background — made this an ambitious imperial 
scheme grandiose enough for Napoleon to follow its progress in detail through- 
out the eventful period of his campaigns between Jena and Tilsit. 

Ironically, it was under the illiberal Bourbons that France was to drop the 
provisions of the ‘Infamous Decree’. But in 1808 Napoleon’s influence ex- 
tended to the Grand Duchy of Warsaw and the edict humiliated the Jews every- 
where. Besides the economic damage inflicted on them — it has been estimated 
that ‘at least one-half, if not three-fourths, of the debts due to the Jews were 
never paid back’5+ — their leaders felt that they had been deceived. In the event, 
after it was found that only 4 of the more than 2,500 Paris Jews were at all sus- 
pected of petty usury, most of the other provisions of the decree were gradually 
allowed to lapse into abeyance in parts of France. But the stain remained. 

The form in which Napoleon ‘re-established’ the Jewish religion had an 
immediate effect on the Marx-Levy family in Trier. Within a month of the two 
Napoleonic decrees, Rabbi Samuel Marx became grand rabbin, or regional chief 
rabbi, of the Sarre and Sambre et Meuse departements. By April of the follow- 
ing year, he was appointed a member of the new ‘Synagogue Consistory’ for the 
same region, one of the first 13 such consistories (together with Bordeaux, Mar- 
seilles and Turin, among others) established by Imperial Decree in December 
1808, to which, by 1812, Napoleon’s conquests were to add those of Florence, 
Rome, Amsterdam and Hamburg. Trier’s ‘Consistorial Synagogue’ was actually 
the old synagogue in the garden house at the rear of 183 Weberbachstrasse. 

In 1809 there was a change among the occupants of the house in front. Rabbi 
Samuel’s widowed mother Hayya left for Amsterdam, where in September of 
that year she married Rabbi Moses Saul Loewenstamm. She took the youngest 
of her children, 9-year-old Jacob or Jacobus, with her. The house, however, did 
not become less crowded, or not for long. The same autumn Rabbi Samuel, at 
the age of 34, married Michele Marianne Brisac, the daughter of a book printer 
of Lunéville, and brought her back to Trier. One of Samuel’s brothers, Moses, 
had died in 1808 at the age of 20, but Heschel, who in 1809 was 32, and three 
other siblings — including Esther, aged 23; Babette, 20; and Cerf (French for 
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Hirsch), 1g — continued to share what had been their parental home since 1788. 
And within a year of their marriage, Samuel’s wife presented him with the first 
of 5 daughters. 

As prescribed by Napoleon, Trier’s regional Consistory comprised three lay- 
men besides Rabbi Samuel. His brother Heschel, however, acted as its official 
secretary until his departure in 1810 to study law at Coblenz. One of the mem- 
bers of the Consistory was the physician Lion Berncastel, who later bought a 
vineyard in partnership with Heschel-Heinrich, and also seems to have been 
the family doctor. (When Karl Marx was a student in Bonn and needed a 
medical certificate, his father advised him, ‘I can send you one by Herr Bern- 
castel, who has been treating you.’) 

A Central Consistory had been established in Paris. Its members, like the 
Catholic prelates, took the oath of loyalty to the Emperor. The regional consis- 
tories represented the Jews with the departmental authorities. They were expec- 
ted to report any ‘evil’ or unauthorized acts, such as private prayer services; to 
provide annual lists of prospective conscripts; to collect, administer and account 
for the taxes needed for their religious expenses; and ‘by every means to encou- 
rage the Israelites’ to take up ‘useful professions’. 

Some of the prefects saw in Rabbi Samuel Marx and other regional chief 
rabbis personages akin to bishops. But the government’s promise to pay the 
rabbis’ salaries, as it did those of the Catholic clergy, was not kept, and the sala- 
ries devolved on the Jewish taxpayers. Within the centralized, hierarchic and 
controlled consistorial system, the rabbis’ role — besides conducting religious 
ceremonies, officiating at weddings and pronouncing divorces — was to super- 
vise the orderly and moral behaviour of their flock and to preach submission to 
the laws of the Empire and to its invincible ruler. 

Already in the summer after his return from the Great Sanhedrin, Rabbi 
Samuel Marx had conducted a service in honour of Napoleon’s birthday. There 
was nothing remarkable about this, as eulogies to the Emperor were read in all 
the churches, except that Rabbi Samuel took the occasion, in line with Napo- 
leon’s wishes, to call on young Jews to learn and take up farming and manual 
crafts or devote themselves to the sciences. 

It is a curious fact that, whereas one of Samuel’s younger sons was to top his 
rabbinical studies with a doctorate in philosophy, his eldest son, Marc, was from 
the beginning trained to become a gardener. This may or may not have been 
Rabbi Samuel’s way of setting an example to the 3,500 or so Jews living at the 
time in the Sarre département. More intriguing, in retrospect, is the case of 
Rabbi Samuel’s and Heschel’s second-youngest brother, Cerf Marx. Starting in 
1803, when he was 13, his name had appeared regularly every year in the local 
‘Herald’ (the Trierer Anktndiger) as a prize-winning pupil. For 6 years running, 
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until he finished high school in 1808, he won first prize either in ‘living lan- 
guages’, French, mathematics, algebra and/or natural science. This young uncle 
of Karl Marx — he was only 18 years older than Karl — appears, on the face of it, 
to have been intellectually the most gifted of his relatives. Yet, shortly after fin- 
ishing high school, he was rather abruptly apprenticed to a watchmaker. He is 
known to have spent some time in England and France before he settled down at 
Aix-la-Chapelle (Aachen). In 1820 he married Henriette Meter. In 1831 the two 
of them, together with their 5 young daughters, converted to the Catholic faith. 

In 1975, the Karl Marx Study Centre in Trier reprinted in one of its publi- 
cations the text of a report on “The Baptism of a Jew-Family on the Eve of the 
Holy Pentecost Feast 1831 in the Main Parish Church of St Nicholas in 
Aachen’. Written by the Catholic padre who had baptized Cerf Marx and his 
family and originally published in July of the same year, the report described 
the three-hour-long ceremony, emphasizing Cerf Marx’s rabbinical ancestry 
and his scholarly potential in both ‘genuine Talmudic’ and secular subjects, and 
went on to say: ‘On the advice of his family, however, he abandoned a learned 
career, Choosing instead to practice the watchmaker’s art. He did so, in that era 
so full of hope for his race, principally in order to disprove — as the grandson, 
son and brother of distinguished rabbis — the accusation that the Jews are 
averse to learning manual crafts and that they deal only in trade.’55 

Karl Marx’s father was thus not the only one of the family to convert. Leav- 
ing aside the ‘triumphalist’ tone of the report quoted, it should be noted that 
Cerf Marx did not convert — nor, incidentally, did Samuel’s son Marc (born in 
1812) become a gardener — under Napoleon, but after reactionary Prussia put an 
end to what, in spite of everything, had indeed been an era full of hope not only 
for the Jews but for other long-suffering classes in Europe. The only other thing 
known about Cerf Marx is that he lived impecuniously in Aachen. In 1823 he 
appealed to the municipality to reduce a tax of 8 Thaler, declaring that his earn- 
ings as a watchmaker hardly covered the upkeep of his family and that he was 
reduced to giving up his house and taking rented lodgings.5° 

In 1808, when Cerf finished high school, his brother Samuel had not been 
getting a regular salary for several years; he was, as far as is known, the only 
earner among 5 children. It is no rash assumption that Cerf’s switch to watch- 
making may have been dictated by financial need; or it may have been con- 
nected with his suffering, like Karl Marx himself, from a ‘weak chest’, as 
tuberculosis ran in the family. Cerf Marx died in 1831, apparently shortly after 
his conversion, at the age of 41. 


Life went on amidst all the bloodshed, even as the tide in Europe turned and 
events moved to their climax in 1814. Between 13 August 1810, when Heschel 
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witnessed a document in Trier with the signature ‘H. Marx, Secrétaire du con- 
sistoire’, and the first week of January 1814, his sister Esther married; Rabbi 
Samuel’s wife gave birth to three children; and on 4 January 1814 Heschel 
Marx, attesting the birth certificate of the third, his niece Caroline, for the first 
time affixed to his name the professional designation avoué, lawyer. He had 
completed almost three and a half years of study, including his final examina- 
tion, at the French law school in Coblenz, and was back in Trier. 

The first document he witnessed, on 13 August 1810, was the marriage cer- 
tificate of his sister Esther, who married a Bavarian-born Jew, Gabriel Kosel. 
Samuel Marn’s first two children were a daughter, Malka, and Marc (German: 
Markus); the day his second daughter, Caroline, was born coincided with the 
French evacuation of Trier. The chief of the prefecture, Dagereau, headed with 
his staff for Luxembourg early next morning, followed in the afternoon by the 
last French troops. 

The Prussian, Hessian and Russian soldiery that occupied the town or were 
temporarily quartered in it imposed a new and heavy burden on a populace 
already squeezed to the bone by the French. The Prussian commander deman- 
ded an immediate contribution of 25,000 francs for the care of his wounded, 
threatened to execute the mayor, and confiscated the municipal fund for the 
poor. In two reports, on 28 February and 1o April, Justus Grüner, the first 
Prussian Governor, reported ‘extreme bitterness’ in Trier at the brutality of 
Prussian and Hessian soldiers and at the requisitioning of ‘enormous’ quanti- 
ties of food at a time of great shortage — including old Moselle wines, ham and 
assorted victuals for the table of the Prince of Hesse. Griiner’s appeal for army 
volunteers met with little success, and he later blamed the behaviour of the mil- 
itary for alienating the Rhineland from Prussia.57 

While the Rhineland and much of Europe were waiting to have their political 
future settled at the Congress of Vienna, Heschel Marx, who had turned 37, 
was preparing to marry. On 16 June, in the midst of the administrative confu- 
sion still reigning in Trier during this period of provisional government, he 
obtained a passport in which he figured for the first time as Heinrich Marx. As 
municipal publications, however, continued to appear in French, the marriage 
banns published on 7 and 14 August were to call him Henry again. Some time 
afterwards he left for Holland, where, on 21 September, at Nijmegen, he and 
his bride Henriette Pressburg signed a marriage contract before a notary.5® The 
two were married on 22 November 1814 in a civil ceremony in the same Dutch 
town, followed by a religious wedding. 

Henriette Pressburg was 26. Her father Isaac, a well-to-do and respected busi- 
nessman, came of the Pressburg family of financiers, rabbis and communal lea- 
ders once headed by Simon Pressburg — the court purveyor to three Habsburg 
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emperors — into which Heine’s great-grandfather Lazarus van Geldern had mar- 
ried almost a century before. On her mother’s side, Henriette Pressburg came 
from a long line of rabbis in Amsterdam and other parts of Europe. Her sister 
Sophie later married the banker Lion Philips, whose family were the founders of 
the bulb factory and latter-day Philips electronics corporation. In every respect, 
Heinrich Marx married into a ‘good’ family. Henriette’s dowry was a substantial 
8,100 Dutch guilders, though much of it remained tied up in Holland in the form 
of real estate or shares, later to be prudently administered by the banker Philips. 

Heinrich Marx returned with his wife to Trier in the winter of 1814, to finda 
town in which, according to a complaint sent by its mayor to the Vienna Con- 
gress, ‘indescribable misery’ reigned as a result of the heavy burden of billeting 
and feeding an endless stream of troops. Other official reports soon noted that 
the influential part of the populace longed for Napoleon’s civil code, if not for 
Napoleon himself.59 

Some time at the beginning of 1815, Heinrich Marx obtained a lawyer’s post 
at the Rhenish Appellate Court in Trier. He had not been there long, dealing 
with penal cases, when, on 13 June 1815, he sent to Privy Councillor von Sack, 
the newly appointed Governor-General of the Lower Rhineland, the document 
— known as his Eingabe, or petition — attacking Napoleon’s ‘Infamous Decree’. 
This document is presented in practically all the literature on the subject as 
being directly inspired by his fear of losing his post, or of being forbidden to 
practise law at all, on the grounds of his religion. Although this is not at all sure, 
the threat developed soon enough; and the three or four years that followed, in 
the course of which his second son, Karl, was to be born, were to turn into one 
long nightmare for him. 

Prussia, severely truncated after the military catastrophe at Jena but since 
recovered through the reforms introduced by Stein and Hardenberg, had been 
induced at last in 1812 to follow the French example and emancipate its 30,000 
Jews — after a fashion. Granted civil rights, they were to be conscripted into the 
army, though excluded from the officer corps; they could settle in the towns, no 
longer had to pay special taxes and were henceforth allowed to hold ‘academic 
school-teaching and municipal posts’; as things turned out, however, this did 
not include university professors. Article 9 of the emancipation decree created 
another ambiguity by postponing the admission of Jews ‘to other public service 
and government offices’ to some future ‘regulation by law.’ Unfortunately for 
Heinrich Marx, lawyers fell into this wide-open category, although his personal 
case was to lead to some embarrassed discussions in high Prussian circles. 

The background to Prussia’s whole policy in the matter was a tendency to 
inflate to its extremity a trend already inherent in the way France had emanci- 
pated her Jews two decades earlier. There they had finally been given full equality 
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partly on the idea, half-openly propagated by the Abbé Grégoire and shared by 
Mirabeau, that their emancipation would ultimately lead to their conversion. In 
Prussia this proposition was explicitly expressed by Wilhelm von Humboldt, the 
famous scientist and founder of Berlin University, while temporarily in charge of 
cults and education. Besides advocating emancipation on the grounds of law, he 
recommended a policy of ‘justifiable tolerance’ as best fitted to ‘weaken the 
bonds’ and ‘foster schisms’ among the Jews to the point where ‘the Jewish hierar- 
chy will fall apart of itself’, causing its followers to ‘turn towards the Christian 
faith’.°° 

This particular argument of the liberal Humboldt appealed to Prussia’s 
deeply religious King Friedrich Wilhelm III and had enabled Hardenberg to 
‘wrest’ the 1812 emancipation decree from his otherwise reluctant monarch. 
What the French merely hoped for and encouraged became in the ‘German- 
Christian’ state of Prussia public policy and undisguised pressure. The state let 
its new citizens know that they were now equal, but if they wanted to be 
officers, judges, lawyers or university professors, they would have to be bap- 
tized. 

It is worth noting, however, that when Heinrich Marx sent his Eingabe to 
Governor von Sack no one in the Rhineland, or anywhere for that matter, knew 
that Prussia’s king was never to keep his promise to grant a constitution. Less 
than a month before, on 22 May, Friedrich Wilhelm III actually repeated this 
pledge (which he had first made in 1810). Nor was it known that Prussia would 
withhold the benefits, such as they were, of its emancipation decree of 1812 
from the Jews of the Rhineland. As late as May of the following year the Prus- 
sian Minister of Justice still seemed to think that it would in fact be extended 
to the Rhineland, or at least wrote so. It emerged only later that Prussia, the 
largest of the German states represented at the Vienna Congress, would deny 
civil rights to the Polish Jews acquired by the annexation of the Posen (Poznan) 
territory in the east. And the Prussian King, circumventing the government 
and acting through ‘Royal Cabinet Orders’, was arbitrarily to strip Jews in the 
Rhineland of the rights conferred on them by the French. Far from abrogating 
Napoleon’s ‘Infamous Decree’, Prussia would in 1818 reimpose its restrictions 
(even as they lapsed into oblivion in France) for an indefinite time — to last, as it 
turned out, until 1848. 

It is all the more remarkable that as early as 13 June 1815 Heinrich Marx was 
drawing Governor Von Sack’s attention to the existence on the books of this 
humiliating Napoleonic decree. His letter went on to say that he found it 
impossible to fathom that it was ‘the will’ of so enlightened a king as Friedrich 
Wilhelm ‘to permit any legal verdict’ to be based on the clauses of so draconian 
a decree conceived by a ‘tyrant’. 
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His Eingabe was not, as it is most often presented, a ‘petition’ pleading to be 
allowed to keep his post. It consisted of his letter and an attached memoran- 
dum titled ‘Some Observations on the Napoleonic Decree of 17 March 1808’, 
which he wished to publish. Before sending it to the printer he was, as was 
customary for a public official, requesting the Governor’s approval to do so. 
His letter, though, contained a significant sentence saying that he would be 
only too ‘happy’ to help in any way with the process of integrating his ‘co- 
religionists’ as ‘useful and worthy citizens of His Serene Majesty’. This, he 
submitted, could only be done by a ‘paternal government’, and not by dis- 
crimination. For the rest, he offered to answer any questions ‘objectively and 
without bias’. 

The memorandum itself was another matter. It was a reasoned, in places sar- 
castic, thesis, showing that the various clauses of the ‘Infamous Decree’ contra- 
dicted every principle of justice, law, morality and humanity. He was not, he 
wrote, submitting a formal treatise in defence of the Jews, for that ‘would mean 
an apology’. He admitted that there might have been wrong-doers among them, 
but castigated the illegality of condemning the many for the faults of a few and 
the hypocrisy inherent in the decree ~ and implicitly in any Prussian intention 
to keep it — at a time when ‘human welfare and civic-mindedness are on the 
tongue of every villain who has enriched himself at the expense of helpless 
widows and orphans, plunging decent hard-working families into misery’. And 
in what has been called a ‘Marxist’ interpretation, he wrote that it was these 
‘wolves in sheep’s clothing’, pretending to wish nothing but to ‘reform’ the 
Jews, who were ‘most prejudiced against the descendants of Jacob because here 
and there they ran across some Jewish good-for-nothings and in all probability 
had to share their loot with them.’ 

The exact circumstances that prompted Heinrich Marx to address the Prus- 
sian Governor-General are not known. He did warn that depriving the fathers 
of their livelihood would ultimately turn their sons into social misfits or rebels. 
But there was no mention of his own job. He was in a fix, for he must have been 
conscious of the fact that if, as the Jews expected, Prussia extended its 1812 
emancipation decree to the Rhineland, article 9 would place his post in jeop- 
ardy. There is no evidence that he had been told he was going to be dismissed — 
that question, ultimately to be decided by several Prussian Cabinet ministers, 
was to hang fire until the summer of 1816. 

Indeed, his memorandum burned with a tone of moral indignation long sup- 
pressed, perhaps since the days when the Jews, including his brother Samuel, 
had found themselves deceived by Napoleon. At the Coblenz Law School, Hein- 
rich Marx had specialized in the Code Napoléon. Sensitive to the moral stigma 
of usury placed on the Jews by the ‘Infamous Decree’, he could also, from his 
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experience as secretary of the Consistory for the Sarre Departement, quote 
chapter and verse on the abuses of the law — such as courts delaying the repay- 
ment of debts in cases where no usury was alleged, and petty municipal ‘des- 
pots’ indirectly inciting the countryside by summoning its peasants to state their 
‘objections’ to the renewal of each merchant’s good-conduct certificate — which 
accompanied it in practice. 

Heinrich Marx may have been brooding over his memorandum during the 
very months since October 1814 when the fate of the Jews, not only in Prussia, 
but in each of the states and ‘free cities’ about to form the German Bund or Con- 
federation, had first come up for discussion among their delegates to the Con- 
gress of Vienna. The legislation applying to Jews in these states ranged from the 
medieval to French-imposed emancipation, and their future depended on the 
uniform constitution to be adopted by the new Bund. Hardenberg, Humboldt 
and Metternich generally favoured a progressive initiative, while Bavaria, Sax- 
ony and the four ‘free cities’ — Bremen, Frankfurt, Hamburg and Lübeck — led 
the anti-Jewish camp. 

The Vienna Congress held its closing session on 9 June 1815. The Bund of 
German states, which emerged from it within the new settlement of Europe, set 
up a Federal Diet at Frankfurt. But since its member-states remained auto- 
nomous, it left to the discretion of each individual sovereign the granting of a 
constitution to his subjects. In a mockery of liberalism, Germany was thus 
restored to the rule of reactionary, or at best, conservative monarchs strength- 
ened by working in concert. 

On 10 June, paragraph 16 devoted to the Jews in the constitution of the new 
German Confederation was resolved. The paragraph charged the Federal Diet 
to consider their ‘civic improvement, and in particular ways of securing to them 
the enjoyment of civic rights’ in return for accepting civic duties. There fol- 
lowed a crucial phrase: ‘Until then the members of this religion will have safe- 
guarded for them the rights which have already been granted to them by the 
individual states of the Confederation.’ 

Three days later — less than a week, as it happened, before the Battle of 
Waterloo — Heinrich Marx sent off his Eingabe. There is no knowing whether he 
had any idea that in the original version adopted by the Congress the last line of 
the above paragraph read ‘in the individual states of the Confederation’; or that 
at the last minute Friedrich von Gentz, the capable but corruptible Secretary of 
the Congress or ‘Secretary of Europe’, had fraudulently substituted ‘by’ for 
‘in’. By these means he provided a loophole for all but three of the more than 30 
German states now federated in the Bund to postpone or revoke Jewish equality 
on the grounds that, even where they enjoyed it under Napoleon, it had not 
been granted by their own governments. 
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Gentz is said to have worked in cahoots with Bremen’s Senator Smidt; and 
Metternich and the other leaders of the Congress are believed to have over- 
looked his machinations because of their wish not to delay the final resolu- 
tions." The result was that the lot of the Jews, instead of being ‘improved’, was 
actually worsened in most parts of Germany. The city of Hamburg hastened to 
curtail the Jews’ previous rights; Lübeck actually expelled all its Jewish fami- 
lies; and the King — notwithstanding the fact that his country was one of the 
three (besides Baden and Mecklenburg) which of their own initiative had pro- 
claimed Jewish civil rights — found ways of withdrawing with one hand what he 
had given with the other. 

Prussia entered the new age with 18 different statutes for its 124,000 Jews in 
the various parts of its newly aggrandized territory. It was not fully to emanci- 
pate them before 1869, and the other German states — now comprising between 
them 300,000, or 1.25 per cent of the Bund’s total population of 24 million — 
did not act at all before the foundation of the Reich in 1871. 


In September 1815, while Heinrich Marx’s professional future remained uncer- 
tain pending a survey of the judicial personnel in the Rhineland, Harry Heine 
travelled with his father to Frankfurt, the nastiest of the 4 ‘free cities” in its 
treatment of the Jews, a number of whom, registered as bankers or ‘merchants 
dealing in money exchange’, had helped to turn the city into Germany’s chief 
trading centre. Now Frankfurt was trying to herd them back into the ghetto; 
but as the Federal Diet opposed the move, the City Senate excluded them from 
certain quarters, restricted their occupations and otherwise hampered their 
lives at every step. Because of the general economic crisis and the fact that his 
father was virtually bankrupt, Harry Heine, at the age of 17, was apprenticed 
to the reputable banking house of B.N. Rindskopf, where he lasted only three 
weeks. Next, he unenthusiastically went to work in a large grocery store. He 
loved the odours of the various spices, but was dismissed after a month for day- 
dreaming over acc-ounts and exchange bills. His impression of the famous 
Frankfurt Fair was to be summed up in the remark that in ‘the big stores, 
Christian as well as Jewish, you buy ten per cent below factory price and are 
cheated just the same.’ 

In a reading-room in Frankfurt, Harry caught a glimpse of Ludwig Borne, his 
admired counterpart and later rival among German political writers. Borne came 
from an old-established and influential banking family. His grandfather, among 
other services to the Empress Maria Theresa, had been instrumental in helping 
one of her sons to be appointed Prince-Elector of the Archbishopric of Cologne, 
and his father had represented the Frankfurt Jews at the Vienna Congress. Borne 
held a doctorate in political science, having studied at Halle, Heidelberg and 
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Giessen universities. Since 1811, he had worked as an actuary in Frankfurt’s 
police department, but wrote theatre reviews and feuilletons which had made him 
famous enough to be pointed out to Harry by his father. 

About the time Heine saw him, Borne was dismissed from his post in the 
police. In 1818 he launched Die Waage, a periodical written mostly by himself, 
in which — in a genre new to Germany — he infused his essays on art and litera- 
ture with such biting social and political criticism that he became the scourge of 
Metternich’s reactionary policies. In May 1819 Gentz declared Die Waage to be 
‘the wittiest material written since the days of Lessing’, and Metternich, the 
most powerful man in Central Europe, secretly tried to entice Borne (through 
his father) to settle in Vienna on attractive terms: Borne was to be granted the 
rank and income of an Imperial Councillor, without any strings attached. Free 
to write whatever he pleased, he was to be his own and only censor. Borne’s 
father urged him to ‘go to Vienna at my expense at last for a few months’ exper- 
iment and not to miss the chance of your life..." 

Bérne, however, would not hear of it. Besides raging against Metternich, the 
‘prince of darkness’ who was blocking the emancipation of Germany, of Aus- 
tria’s oppressed national minorities and of the destitute lower classes, Borne 
raved at the Rothschilds for financially backing the monarchs, and mocked 
Goethe for his self-indulgent life as a courtier and his ‘indifferentism’ to the 
monstrous social and political conditions of the age. 

In 1818, in order to remove any suspicion that his championship of human 
freedom was in any way motivated by self-interest, Borne converted to Luther- 
anism. But with his enemies constantly reminding him of his origin, he never 
forgot the ungeheurer Fudenschmerz (‘the great Jewish sorrow’) caused by 18 cen- 
turies of persecution. In 1821, under mounting pressure from the authorities, 
Borne was forced to give up Die Waage. Later he moved to Paris, where he 
became the leader of the German political émigrés and a revolutionary ‘tri- 
bune’, returning to Germany on only one occasion, to address a huge political 
rally. A man of unbending character, outwardly cool but inwardly seething with 
a passion against tyranny — and a burning, if naive, hope that America, the 
melting-pot of nations, would show Europe the way towards a world in which 
all differentiation between man and woman, serf and lord, poor and rich, Jew 
and Christian, would disappear® — his Letters from Paris and other writings 
were to make him the idol of Germany’s radical intelligentsia and to have an 
impact on German political literature for which the ghetto street where he lived 
as a child would one day be renamed Bornestrasse. 

Harry Heine returned to Diisseldorf after an absence of two months. He had 
proved to his mother that he had no head for business, but at 18 he was a some- 
what confused youth on the verge of manhood, troubled and uncertain about 
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his future. Later on, he was to have new experiences in Hamburg and to dine at 
his Uncle Salomon’s house with Fieldmarshal Blucher of Waterloo fame. 

But it was to take a couple of years more and the chauvinist agitation laun- 
ched by two Teutomaniac professors, Ruhs of Berlin and Fries of Heidelberg — 
culminating in the latter’s proto-Nazi demand to extirpate the Jews ‘root and 
branch’ — for young Heine fully to grasp that he might be personally affected by 
the outcome of the first international discussion of the ‘Jewish Question’ at the 
Vienna Congress. 

Heine was to write little about Frankfurt. But as that city’s patrician Senate 
continued to permit only 15 Jewish marriages a year and to enforce other medi- 
eval regulations well into the roth century, it is little wonder that he was later to 
place the ‘Frankfurt Jews’ next to the Irish, Greeks and West Indian Blacks as a 
pointed epitome of the situation of the world’s oppressed peoples awaiting the 
most urgent task of the age: emancipation. 


On 13 October 1815 Heinrich Marx’s wife Henriette bore a son who was 
given the name Maurice David. The family lived at No. ‘55 1/2” in Trier’s Lieb- 
frauenstrasse, and Heinrich Marx had yet to receive an answer to his Eingabe. 
There is no record of his ever receiving one, or permission to print his memo- 
randum. Its text was only to be published, together with his letter, more than a 
century later.°5 

In or before April 1816, he was personally interviewed by Christoph Wilhelm 
Sethe, President of the Provincial Supreme Court in Düsseldorf. At the time, 
Sethe was heading a Royal Commission in charge of introducing the Prussian 
legislation in the Rhineland, and stopped in Trier on a tour of inspection of all 
Rhenish judicial institutions and personnel. On 23 April, he reported to the 
Minister of Justice that the judicial personnel included three Jewish indivi- 
duals: ‘The first is the lawyer Heinrich Marx.’ The two others were a bailiff and 
a court clerk in two different regions. Of Marx, Sethe mentioned that both the 
president and the chief prosecutor of Trier’s Appellate Court had ‘high praise’ 
for him and that his personal file characterized him by the following attributes: 
‘wide-ranging erudition; very industrious; eloquent; absolute integrity.’ Sethe 
himself had been ‘favourably’ impressed by him. Since then, he had read a paper 
submitted by the lawyer Marx to the governor’s office in Aachen. It showed 
‘erudition and a good head.’ 

Sethe, who was later to become President of the High Court of Appeals in 
Berlin, then delivered himself of a piece of legal reasoning. Under French law 
the three Israelites concerned had been eligible for public office. Assuming as 
he did ‘with certainty’ that the Prussian emancipation decree of 1812 would be 
instituted in the Rhineland, he could not disregard their disqualification from 
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such office under Article 9. ‘But these three Israelites obtained their posts 
legally. When they chose their profession they trusted the law which did not 
exclude them from state offices; to deprive them of their vocation will render 
them breadless.’ Sethe also did not hesitate to mention that His Prussian 
Majesty had ‘unreservedly given his royal word’ that all officials whose con- 
duct was without blemish would be left in their posts. Noting that there had 
never been a complaint against the three persons involved, ‘on the contrary all 
official certificates speak highly of them’, he carefully suggested a ‘decree of 
exception which must come from his Majesty.’ In his actual recommendations 
he singled out Heinrich Marx, proposing a decree appointing him a Justizkom- 
missarius, or attorney-at- law. 

Sethe’s intercession on behalf of Marx was to be of no avail. On 4 May 
1816 the Prussian Minister of the Interior, von Schuckmann, declared that 
the Jews in the former French territories could ‘not be considered fit for pub- 
lic office’, and that the latter term included lawyers. Concurring with him, the 
Minister of Justice, von Kircheisen, wrote to Sethe on the same day that he 
wished ‘to settle this affair without attracting public attention, but within the 
framework of the law.’ The claim of the three individuals concerned to eligi- 
bility for state office only held good so long as the French law applied. As it 
was sure to be replaced by the laws of Prussia, including its 1812 emancipa- 
tion decree, he could not see his way to exempting the three from the disqual- 
ification in Article 9 of that edict. 

Since in the event the emancipation decree was not to be extended to cover 
the Rhenish Jews, the practical result was that, while they were denied its bene- 
fits (i.e., civil rights), its restrictions were applied to them. 

Heinrich Marx was now in a corner, under threat not only of losing his post 
but his livelihood as well. The possibility that stared him in the face was that 
Prussia would not allow him to practice at all unless he changed his religion. 
But it is not known whether he was actually ever dismissed, or when. Nor is the 
date of his conversion to Protestantism known. In 1816 Trier’s tiny Protestant 
population numbered no more than 161 souls and its baptisms were performed 
by Catholic priests. It was only in July 1817, a year or so after the arrival of a 
Prussian regimental chaplain, that they joined some army personnel to found 
Trier’s first Evangelical church community. Its baptismal register, started in 
1818, has no record of Heinrich Marx’s baptism, only an entry made in 1824 — 
on the occasion of the baptism of his 6-year-old son Karl and his 6 other chil- 
dren — mentioning that their father had ‘previously’ converted. 

It was long thought that Heinrich Marx was baptized by the regimental 
chaplain Mihlenhoff some time between May 1816 and August 1817. However, 
on the basis of certain documents discovered in the 1960s and 19705, it is now 
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believed that his conversion may have taken place as late as the second half of 
1819. The question of how to give legal form to the unwillingness of Prussia’s 
ruler to grant the Jews in the newly acquired territories civil rights, or to admit 
even those of old Prussia to public office, preoccupied its statesmen and officials 
for an exceedingly long time. ‘Due to the state’s aspiration to lead the Jews into 
the Christian fold’, their condition was to a large extent decided by arbitrary 
means ‘outside the sphere of formal law’.7 Thus, with few exceptions, none 
was admitted to the legal profession or allowed to lecture at universities, long 
before the paragraph permitting Jews to hold ‘academic school-teaching posts’ 
in the King’s own 1812 emancipation decree was revoked in 1822 and they were 
simultaneously excluded from serving as judges, lawyers or pharmacists. 

As for Heinrich Marx and the two other Jewish lawyers on the staff of the 
courts in the Rhineland, it would seem that they were kept in limbo for an 
excruciating 4 years, since the day in 1815 when Marx, rightly reading the 
omens, had sent off his Eingabe. 

President Sethe’s 1816 report on Heinrich Marx strikingly anticipated the 
oral family tradition and all later testimonies portraying him as a highly cul- 
tured man and a talented, dedicated lawyer. Born in French Sarrelouis, and 
later studying law under the French at Coblenz, Marx had broken out of the 
confining rabbinical world of the ‘synagogue house’ in the Weberbachgasse, sit- 
uated in Trier’s former ghetto, and had obtained his ‘entry ticket to European 
culture’ much earlier than Heine, whose senior he was by some 20 years. Under 
the influence of the French Enlightenment and its beginnings in Germany 
during the last quarter of the 18th century, he had come to believe in a rational- 
ist world of tolerance, humanism, justice, equality and scientific progress. 
Racine, Rousseau and Voltaire, Lessing, Kant and Schiller, Leibniz and Newton 
were his favourite authors, not to forget John Locke, who as early as 1689 had 
declared that no one ought to be denied civil rights ‘because of his religion’. 

Whether or not the philosophy of the Enlightenment ‘took the place of the 
Torah and the Talmud in his life’, as has been colourfully suggested, one is 
struck by the fact that his adoption of the secular culture went hand in hand 
with a deep and prolonged involvement in Jewish communal affairs. His memo- 
randum against Napoleon’s ‘Infamous Decree’ bristled here and there with 
practically Voltairean shafts against the abuses of power and the illegalities and 
‘inhumanity’ inspired by sheer prejudice. But it was also, in spite of his denials, 
a plaidoyer for his ‘co-religionists’. It was in their name that he wrote: “Thanks 
to the Almighty, we have, in spite of everything, remained men. We never sank 
down to the level of helots.’ And without mentioning the word ‘Jews’, he added 
that a people that ‘did not degenerate after such long oppression carries the 
unmistakable stamp of noble humanity; in its bosom it harbours ineradicable 
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seeds of virtue, and its spi-rit is animated by a divine spark.’ In other ways, the 
memorandum was the work of a man with a distinct social conscience and a 
developed feeling of communal responsibility. 

Familiar as he was with the ups and downs of the Jewish condition at every 
frenzied stage since the French Revolution, Heinrich Marx could justly write in 
the short letter accompanying his Ezngabe: “Through bitter experience in my 
not altogether easy career, I have learned the true origin of many a deep-rooted 
prejudice.’ Yet for all his experience, there was something he simply could not 
fathom. He could not imagine that Friedrich Wilhelm II — who in 1815, after 
making a public promise that army volunteers would be entitled to certain civil 
benefits irrespective of their religion, refused pensions to Jewish war widows — 
had no intention of ‘paternal government’ for Prussia, certainly not as far as the 
Jews were concerned; or that von Schuckmann — one of the three Ministers in 
charge of deciding their future after the Vienna Congress — would declare that 
he personally knew ‘some Jews who are upright and respectable’, but that col- 
lectively their character was nevertheless one of ‘cunning knavery’, and ‘no 
self-respecting people with a pronounced national spirit’ like the Germans ‘can 
accept them as their equals.’ 

Nor, and perhaps least of all, could Marx, with his legalistic mind, conceive 
of Prussia’s adopting a state policy based, in the words of another of these Min- 
isters, Wohlfart, on ‘facilitating the conversion of the Jews to the Christian reli- 
gion, and with this all civil rights are tied up.’ Wolfahrt explained that he would 
prefer ‘not to have any Jews in the country at all, but since we have them, we 
must be tireless in our efforts to make them harmless. %9 

This was the brute reality that confronted Heinrich Marx during the length- 
ening years of mixed hope and despair before all avenues bar conversion were 
finally closed in his face. It must have been a traumatic time for a gentle but 
ambitious man. He may have felt bitter at the thought that the Jews, having 
been the first to settle in the towns built by the Romans in the Rhineland, had 
been in Trier before the Germans. But, except for the general circumstances, no 
document has been preserved to reveal the depth of his feelings or how pain- 
fully he wrestled with his conscience. The only thing that can be safely said is 
that he converted neither out of atheism nor out of his free will. Although he 
eventually had his entire family baptized, he seems, according to the register of 
the Trier’s Protestant community, to have attended holy communion only 
once.7° 

His only significant reference to religion shows the strong influence of the 
Enlightenment’s shallow deism and its belief in man’s intrinsic goodness, mor- 
ality and reason: ‘A great support for morality’, he was to write to his son Karl 
in a typical Enlightenment vein, ‘is pure faith in God... There are moments in 
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life when even the atheist is involuntarily drawn to worship the Almighty... for 
what Newton, Locke and Leibniz believed, everyone... can submit to.’ While 
this was written long after his conversion under duress, the question of what, if 
any, elements of ‘self-contempt’ or ‘self-hate’ arising from ‘Jewish guilt’ — in 
short, elements of his personal alienation — he passed on to his son is more 
complex. Besides the phrase already mentioned that hints at his estrangement 
from his own father, Heinrich Marx left only one other pointer in his extant 
papers. In the winter of 1816-17, he submitted to the Royal Commission, 
headed by President Sethe, a proposal for the establishment of commercial 
courts in the Rhineland. When the Commission recommended its publication, 
he requested that his name and any details identifying him as its author be 
removed. 
‘Unfortunately’, he explained, 


my circumstances are such that as a paterfamilias I am compelled 
to be rather careful. The sect to which nature has chained me is, as 
known, not held in particularly high esteem. Nor is the local prov- 
ince renowned for its tolerance. Having had to swallow many a bitter 
pill and almost entirely exhausted my modest fortune waiting for 
people to find it possible to believe that even a Jew may have some 
talent and integrity, I hope it will not be held against me that I have 
become rather wary of my steps.?? 


This offers a glimpse of the local atmosphere, added to the pressure of Prussia’s 
anti-Jewish policy, under which Heinrich Marx finally caved in. It shows a 
touch of the old sarcasm, but also a torn and intimidated man, his pride bent or 
broken, reduced by concern for his livelihood to caution and faint-hearted petty 
diplomacy. 
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The Leaders of Europe after the Congress of Vienna; 
Heine in Love; Saint-Simon and Other Utopians 


On 4 June 1815, Tsar Alexander I established his headquarters at Heilbronn, a 
small town in Württemberg. It was 5 days before the Congress of Vienna 
closed, but the Tsar had left the diplomats to draft the resolutions to be embod- 
ied in its Final Act. The battle of Waterloo lay two weeks ahead. But Russian 
troops, advancing in all haste from the far end of Prussia, still had a long way to 
go to reach the position on the Rhine assigned to them. 

‘My first action’, the Tsar later confessed to Countess Edling, the Tsarina’s 
lady in waiting, ‘was to open the Holy Book which I have always with me, but 
my mind could not grasp the sense of what I was reading. My thoughts were 
incoherent, my heart was oppressed. I put the book aside and started to think 
what a relief it would have been for me at such a time to have a real talk with a 
person who would be in spiritual unity with me. This thought made me recall 
you and what you told me about Madame de Kriidener as well as my desire 
communicated to you to meet her. “Where is she?” I asked myself, “and how 
could I meet her? Probably never?” 

At that moment there was a knock at the door and Prince Volkonsky announ- 
ced a lady who insisted on seeing the Tsar. ‘He said it was Madame de Krü- 
dener,’ Alexander recalled years later. ‘Imagine my surprise! I thought I was 
dreaming... I received her immediately and she addressed me, as if she were 
reading my very soul, with strong and consoling words, which calmed the trou- 
bled thoughts that had been torturing me for ever so long. Her appearance 
proved to be a real benefit to me and I promised myself to continue this 
acquaintance, which was of such obvious importance to me.’ 

If Alexander felt a sudden need for her spiritual company, the Baltic-born 
Baroness Barbara Juliana von Kriidener had known for some time that ‘the 
Lord’ would grant her ‘the joy of seeing the Emperor’, for she had a multitude 
of things to tell him about himself and his ‘mission’. 

Alexander had arrived at Heilbronn weary from the pomp and glitter and 
political bargaining over the spoils of war at the Congress of Vienna. 
Napoleon’s flight from Elba, followed by his triumphal reception in Paris in 
March 1815 at the start of the ‘Hundred Days’, had spurred the Congress — 
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which had been ‘dancing, but not advancing’ for months — to speed up its busi- 
ness. 

Talleyrand had found the Tsar much less ‘affectionate’ in Vienna than he 
had been the previous year in liberated Paris. Indeed, a change seemed to have 
come over the usually diplomatic Alexander. He had danced with inimitable 
charm at the nightly balls and fetes in Vienna, but was shockingly high-handed 
in his discussions with his allies. He was fully determined to reunite Poland 
and to grant it a constitution under his personal sovereignty, not only because 
he had promised — or because his one-time Swiss tutor, La Harpe, and his 
Polish friend, Prince Czartoryski, were among the advisers he had brought to 
Vienna — but because he felt he was in justice entitled to some reward for all he 
had done to rid Europe of the scourge of Napoleon. He also felt that Prussia, 
having suffered so much, should be given Saxony, which had backed the Corsi- 
can. His overbearing and irascible manner enabled Talleyrand, a wizened 
figure stooping about the Congress on ‘crooked legs’, to drive a wedge between 
the allies. 

‘The coalition is destroyed,’ France’s master-diplomat triumphantly re- 
ported to Paris. Playing on England’s and Austria’s fears that a restored Poland 
under the Tsar’s sovereignty would greatly increase his power, he had indeed 
got them to sign a secret treaty against Russia. Napoleon, finding its text in the 
Tuileries — King Louis XVIII forgot it on his desk in his hasty flight — promptly 
sent it to the Tsar. Alexander fumed, but gritted his teeth. Firm in his resolve to 
give Europe’s ‘evil genius’ no quarter, he showed the document to Metternich 
in the presence of a witness, tore it up and addressed the embarrassed Chancel- 
lor with the words: ‘Metternich, as long as we live neither of us shall mention 
this. Napoleon has returned, and our alliance must be stronger than ever.’ 

And so in the end the Tsar, after more haggling in Vienna, had to be satisfied 
with getting only the larger part of the Grand Duchy of Warsaw. As Cracow 
became an independent republic, and another piece went to Prussia, Poland was 
again partitioned. Austria regained Lombardy and Venetia. Prussia got a large 
chunk of Saxony as well as the Rhineland. Spain and the Two Sicilies were 
restored to their two Bourbon kings. 

At Heilbronn, Alexander, the frustrated ‘saviour of Europe’, smarting from 
the way his promises, plans and ambitions had been foiled by his treacherous 
allies, may have been nervous at the thought that his army would be too late for 
Waterloo and the final contest with Napoleon. But already during his triumphal 
visit to Paris in 1814, the Tsar had vainly sought peace for his ‘tortured’ mind by 
visiting Jung-Stilling, ‘the high priest of pietist occultism’, who had high-placed 
followers all over Europe. Ever since the fire of Moscow had ‘lit up’ his soul, 
Alexander was a prey to religious fervour and read the Bible twice a day, but had 
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no peace of mind. It has been calculated that during a 10-year period the Tsar 
dined with Prince Alexander N. Golitsyn, another mystic, ‘3,635 times, which is 
almost every day’, and as one of his own generals was to observe not long after 
his meeting with the Baroness Kriidener, his thoughts, even when he was danc- 
ing, seemed to wander to ‘objects far removed’ from the women who had ‘cap- 
tured his attention’.’ 

Baroness von Krüdener (1764—1824) is known to us by an Angelika Kau- 
ffmann portrait in the Louvre, depicting her and her son as ‘Venus disarming 
Cupid’. In 1790 she had abandoned her husband, who was the Russian Ambas- 
sador to Copenhagen and later Berlin, for a French cavalry officer. Widowed at 
the age of 38, widely travelled, acquainted with Europe’s best society, she had 
lived extravagantly before her ‘conversion’ by an occultist shoemaker who was a 
member of the Moravian Brethren. Initiated into the mysteries by Jung-Stilling 
himself, whose influence had spread from the court of Baden to those of St 
Petersburg and Stockholm (the Tsar’s wife Elisabeth Alexeyevna was a Baden 
princess, as was that of Sweden’s Gustav Adolph IV), Madame Krüdener had 
spent a decade or so travelling across the Continent from one pietist visionary 
and prophet of the millennium to another — the peasant Adam Müller at Königs- 
berg, Pastor Fontaines in the Vosges, the mystic draper Weggelin at Strasbourg, 
Pastor Oberlin at Waldbach, Empeytaz at Geneva and other miracle-makers — 
until she felt that she herself was one of ‘the elect’ through whom the Second 
Coming of Christ would be announced. Not only Russia’s, Sweden’s and 
Baden’s ruling families, but Prussia’s Friedrich Wilhelm IIT and many of Eur- 
ope’s other princes were — or had, in reaction to the prolonged wars, become — 
believers in the millennium, feeling that Napoleon was the Antichrist. The 
appearance of a comet in 1811 was taken as a sign that the days were near when 
he would be destroyed by a man arising ‘from the north... from the rising of the 
sun’, according to Isaiah XLI:25. 

During the Congress of Vienna, Baroness Kriidener, who knew Princess de 
Sturdza, a sister of the Tsarina’s Rumanian lady-in-waiting, told her that she 
had much to tell the Tsar about his destiny. Indeed, for 11 years the Baroness 
had been sitting on the secret — first revealed to her by Adam Miller — that Isa- 
iah’s prophecy was about to be fulfilled. At the beginning of 1815 she moved to 
Baden, at a time when the Tsarina was in Karlsruhe with her family. The pietist 
Tsarina thought that the prophetess’s spiritual powers might well help to calm 
the Emperor’s troubled mind. But with Napoleon on the loose after Elba, no 
interview could be arranged. On the day in June 1815 when Alexander arrived 
at Heilbronn, Madame Krüdener was at Schlüchtern nearby. That very night 
she presented herself at his residence. To the Tsar, brooding over the Bible, she 
appeared to be sent by Providence. 
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She talked to him for three hours. Speaking as one who had been a great 
sinner herself but now had a sacred duty, she told him that he had to humble 
himself more before Christ, quoted amply from Scripture, and otherwise, 
according to all reports, raised his spirit with such ‘magic’ or appropriate words 
that the agitated Tsar was moved to tears. He asked to see more of her and a 
week later, at his new headquarters in Heidelberg, spent most of his evenings 
unburdening his soul to her. 

On 7 July the Allies made their second entry into Paris; King Louis XVIII, 
following ‘in their baggage’, as it were, returned to the Tuileries next day; and 
while the Tsar this time took up his residence at the Elysée Palace, Baroness 
Krüdener was lodged at the adjoining Hôtel Montchenu, enabling him to slip 
through a private connecting door to the prayer-meetings she held every eve- 
ning. 

Alexander’s army had been too late for Waterloo, but once Napoleon finally 
took up residence in Saint Helena in August, the Tsar marked his part in the 
Corsican’s undoing in a twofold manner. On 10 September, in a huge demon- 
stration of his military power, more than 100,000 Russian infantrymen paraded 
in perfect step past the Austrian Emperor, the King of Prussia and an admiring 
Wellington; and on the r1th — in the same open valley near the Marne across 
which Cossack regiments had thundered the day before — an Orthodox Te 
Deum was celebrated before the massed troops, the fervour of the chanting 
rising to heaven from 7 altars touching the emotions of all beholders. Present 
on both occasions was Madame Kriidener, whose religious seances in Paris, 
conducted with the assistance of two other evangelists and a female oracle, 
Marie Kummer, now attracted Chateaubriand, Madame Récamier, Benjamin 
Constant and other Paris celebrities. It was in this atmosphere that Alexander 
suddenly felt an urge for that ‘act of adoration’, as he described it to Madame 
Kriidener, which led to the birth of the Holy Alliance. Having drafted this 
unprecedented diplomatic document, establishing a pact among monarchs 
under the sign of the Gospels, he reputedly showed it to her and explained that 
he wished the Emperor of Austria and the King of Prussia to join him in a 
public act that would make it clear for all to see ‘that we, like the Eastern Magi, 
confess the supreme power of God the Saviour.’ 

Dismissed by Castlereagh as ‘a piece of sublime mysticism and nonsense’, 
the document, to which the Prussian King enthusiastically and the Austrian 
Emperor somewhat reluctantly added their signatures on 26 September 1815 
(other European sovereigns, with three exceptions, signed it later), declared 
that the monarchs and princes undertook to be guided solely, both internally 
and in their foreign affairs, by ‘the precepts of holy religion, namely, the rules 
of Justice, Christian Charity and Peace’. Britain’s Prince Regent, the future 
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George IV, concurred in the ‘sacred maxims’ expressed, but withheld his signa- 
ture on constitutional grounds; Pius VII declared that the Papacy ‘needed no 
new interpretation’ of Christian truths; and the Sultan, not being Christian, 
was excused for not signing. 

‘A sort of new code of international law’ had been in Alexander’s mind for at 
least 11 years. As early as 1804, when discussing the Third Coalition with Pitt, 
the idealistic young Tsar had proposed that once ‘the tyrant’ was brought 
down, the liberated nations of Europe should join in a compact committing 
themselves to preserve peace and ‘to begin no war without exhausting every 
means of mediation by a third power’. Precisely how this idea became trans- 
muted into a ‘brotherhood of monarchs’ invoking God, the Holy Trinity, ‘the 
Word of the Most High, the Word of Life’ for a structure mixing internal as 
well as external government policies with religion has never been determined. 
Although scholarly opinion is divided as to the extent of Baroness Kriidener’s 
influence on the Tsar — some authors hold that it has been exaggerated, others 
that it was ‘considerable’ — Europe’s mightiest monarch had been relying for 
months on her moral support and spiritual sustenance, and the religious hot- 
house atmosphere she provided may well have bred his impulse to invest a 
major project like the Holy Alliance with that divine sanction which he now 
increasingly sought for all his acts. 

When Krüdener overplayed her hand, however, claiming that she had in- 
spired the whole idea, Alexander politely got rid of her. He gave her a passport 
to Russia and she left Paris for Switzerland in mid-October 1815. Five years 
later, when she turned up in St Petersburg and began to prophesy a new mis- 
sion for the Tsar ‘on behalf of Christendom’, Alexander refused to receive her, 
and she never saw him again. 

The Tsar had asked that the Holy Alliance be kept secret for the moment. 
The Allies signed the Second Peace of Paris on 20 November 1815, and on the 
same day laid the seed for the birth of the ‘Concert of Europe’ by concluding 
the Quadruple Alliance. Designed to enforce the temporary occupation of France 
and to prevent any further attempts to unseat the Bourbons (after the lesson of 
the Hundred Days), this new treaty between victorious Russia, Austria, Prussia 
and Britain contained an innovative article providing for the sovereigns of the 4 
powers to congregate at fixed intervals in order to discuss ‘the most salutary’ 
measures for ‘the maintenance of peace in Europe’. This was to breed the new 
diplomacy of the ‘Congress System’. 

Finally, the Tsar chose Christmas Day 1815 — 6 January 1816 by the Russian 
calendar — to announce his Holy Alliance in a resounding manifesto proclaim- 
ing in gist that the truths and ‘wisdom of God, made known in his revelation’, 
henceforth assured the peace and prosperity of nations. Five weeks earlier, on 
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27 November, Alexander, having kept his promise to restore the Kingdom of 
Poland, had entered Warsaw in triumph and approved a liberal constitution 
granting individual freedom, press freedom and full independence under his 
- own rule. The Polish standard went up on the royal castle to the ringing of bells 
and great outpourings of popular enthusiasm. In 1816 the Tsar emancipated 
the Estonian serfs, and when the rest of the Baltic provinces followed suit and 
released their peasants, he praised them for ‘setting an example that ought to be 
imitated’, 

As for Russia’s own serfs, Alexander had spoken of liberating them ever 
since 1807, when he had said that serfdom kept his country in a ‘state of bar- 
barism’, adding grandiloquently that ‘if civilization were more advanced, I 
would abolish this slavery even if it were to cost my head.” He continued to 
cherish the idea, and even commissioned several plans for abolishing serfdom, 
but did nothing to implement them. Unable to overcome the autocratic tradi- 
tion to which he was heir, he dismissed the voluntary proposal of a group of 
noblemen to ease the lot of the serfs on the grounds that he was the empire’s 
‘sole legislator’. He made countless utterances in favour of constitutional gov- 
ernment — at one point, in Warsaw, even holding up the Polish Diet as a model 
for ‘showing my own country what I have long been preparing for it’ — but 
seemed incapable of mustering the necessary resolve for applying in his own 
retrogade empire what he preached abroad.5 

The Tsar was now a weary man. As he later told two leading English 
Quakers, William Allen and Stephen Grellet, who visited him in St Petersburg, 
he had conceived the Holy Alliance after spending ‘many sleepless nights griev- 
ing over the innumerable calamities and misfortunes caused by war.’ Unbur- 
dening his soul to the two Friends after praying and meditating with them for 
several hours, he said that he had jumped from bed to draft the document, ‘pos- 
sessed’ by the idea of abolishing bloodshed forever. This anxiety, coupled with 
his view of Russia’s imperial interests, made Alexander from 1816 onwards 
devote whatever energy he had left from his mystic preoccupations to securing 
the peace of the Continent, which — with student unrest in Germany, and 
revolts brewing in Spain and Portugal, and soon in Naples and Sardinia — was 
indeed precarious. 


On 18 October 1817, some 500 students from 8 German universities converged 
on Wartburg Castle, where Luther had taken refuge from his persecutors. The 
rally was intended to celebrate the fourth anniversary of the liberation of the 
‘fatherland’ from the yoke of Napoleon at the Battle of Leipzig, but 1817 also 
marked the third centenary of the Reformation. Marching through the town of 
Eisenach — where they later attended a church service and staged a gymnastic 
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display — the students went up to the castle and listened to various addresses. 
Jena’s Professor J.F Fries, speaking in the ancient Knights’ Hall, launched the 
slogan: ‘One God, one German sword, one German spirit for honour and 
justice.” The rally culminated in a torchlight procession and an auto-da-fé at 
which the Code Napoléon as well as the Vienna Congress Act establishing the 
German Bund and a multitude of other books and pamphlets were thrown into 
the flames. 

It was a patriotic outburst by young people, some of them ex-soldiers of the 
‘War of Liberation’, ardent with the desire to wipe out the shame of Germany’s 
having succumbed for so long to foreign domination. Many in the so-called 
Burschenshafien, or student fraternities, were followers of the famous Turnvater 
Jahn, an obscure peasant who, preaching a return to the old Teutonic virtues, 
had fashioned a huge nationalist youth movement cultivating ‘physical fitness’ 
in thousands of gymnastic clubs. Romanticism, anti-French ideas, anti-Semi- 
tism and what the historian Treitschke called a perennial German yearning ‘for 
the simplicity of primitive life’ had combined to make ‘the sons of a cultured 
people worship a barbarian as their master’. Not only the sons, but the fathers, 
too — for the Universities of Jena and Kiel conferred on Jahn (who, among other 
things, proposed to keep Germany safe from foreign influences by surrounding 
her with an impenetrable forest housing starving wild beasts) the degree of 
doctor honoris causa. 

Other students, fired by the ideas of Moritz Arndt and by Fichte’s message 
that the Germans were a superior ‘primal people’ (Urvo/k) destined for great 
things, dreamed of a ‘mighty fatherland’ and the glories of a reconstituted Ger- 
man empire. The rest were a heterogeneous lot, including progressive libertar- 
ian and even cosmopolitan enthusiasts who wanted a change in line with the 
times, away from the former provincialism of Germany’s petty states. Uniting 
them all was a deep dissatisfaction with the way the sovereigns and diplomats 
at the Vienna Congress had left Germany fragmented — 5 kingdoms, 8 grand 
duchies, ọ duchies, 11 princedoms and 4 free cities, not counting the Austrian 
empire — under the cover of a sham federation which was actually a pact in 
which Austria had confirmed the sovereignty of the rulers of these units, but 
not the sovereignty of their peoples. 

The students burned the Vienna Congress Act in imitation of Luther’s 
burning of a Papal bull, but also because hardly any of the German states had 
granted the constitutions provided for in Article 13 of the Act, and the few that 
had done so had promulgated ‘antediluvian’ charters favouring the nobility and 
the clergy. ‘A gigantic fraud’, the writer Joseph Görres raged at the Vienna set- 
tlement. He and a number of intellectuals recalled that Alsace and Lorraine had 
once been German and felt bitter that Prussia, instead of taking up the cause of 
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German nationalism and Lebensraum, had allowed Russia in Poland and Britain 
in Hanover ‘to drive a sharp wedge into Germany’. The Austrian-led German 
Bund, Gorres felt, seemed more concerned with assuring the peace of France 
and ‘the rebirth of Africa’ than with ‘the rebirth of its own fatherland’. France 
had indeed been admitted to the Quadruple, now the Quintuple, Alliance, but 
this — Friedrich von Gentz answered Görres in an article — had not been done 
‘from any false tenderness, but from obvious self-interest’. The common 
welfare of Europe required self-control, restraint and sometimes sacrifices, 
This, he declared, was a mature approach, and anything that undermined the 
striving for ‘perpetual peace’ was an obstacle to be removed. 

Gentz, who like Talleyrand had collected quite a few bribes at the Vienna 
Congress, and on the same principle (accepting them only when the interces- 
sions demanded of them did not conflict with their own views), was a highly 
perspicacious observer. The Holy Alliance, he remarked, was a farce, but it 
might prove ‘more valuable than so many other farces of our time that have led 
to nothing but disasters.’ Nor had it taken him long to realize that there was 
more to Jahn’s ‘physical fitness’ slogan than mere gymnastics. Jahn’s youth 
movement attracted boys from the aristocracy who ate, exercised and otherwise 
mixed with the sons of commoners. This in itself was an intolerable breach of 
the social order. ‘Gymnastics is a suppurating abscess,’ Gentz declared. ‘It has 
to be removed before undertaking a thorough cure.’ 

The sensational Wartburg auto-da-fé prompted Metternich, the architect 
of the policy of ‘equilibrium’ — a concept, of which Gentz was the theorist, 
implying that any unrest, commotion, change, move or even any new idea 
threatening to upset the national or international balance must be nippped in 
the bud — to intervene with the government of Weimar. Inquiry followed upon 
inquiry, and eventually an Austrian investigation commission was sent to Wei- 
mar and Jena. With proceedings instituted against some of the students and 
censorship introduced at the universities — amidst much talk about ‘subversion 
of the public order’ — the Wartburg affair assumed a dimension quite beyond 
its intrinsic gravity and led to the prohibition by Prussia of all student associa- 
tions. 

It was in this atmosphere of official suspicions and resentful students — more 
of whom now made it a point of honour to grow long hair and beards in old 
Teuton fashion — that the Tsar at the Aachen Congress of the Quadruple Alli- 
ance in 1818 brought up what he saw as the menace represented by the German 
universities. In Russia, not long after his return, people who had studied abroad 
found it difficult to gain admission to universities. 

Metternich, increasingly convinced that Europe’s monarchs would not sur- 
vive unless they acted, individually and in concert, against any threat to the 


159 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


system, continued to smell conspiracies, subversion and revolution in the 
slightest disorder. Although he often made mountains out of molchills, there 
was actually in this 1817—18 period one conspiratorial German student frater- 
nity whose radical militancy did not stop short of contemplating revolution. 

They were the ‘Blacks’ of Giessen, a small university town in Hesse, who 
dressed in that austere ‘old-German’ colour to show their contempt for any- 
thing smacking of lively ‘Frenchified’ fashions. Their leader, Karl Follen, who 
in 1818 obtained a doctor’s degree in law, was a charismatic personality. He had 
made a detailed study of the French Revolution and developed an ideology 
mixing extreme Jacobin and ‘terrorist? methods with Romantic-mystic and 
Teutomaniac notions for the national and social regeneration of the German 
fatherland. Follen’s personal magnetism, his earnestness, zeal and intellectual 
superiority made him appear as nothing less than a national ‘saviour’ to growing 
ranks of fervent admirers. Together with his brother Adolf August Ludwig 
Follen, he worked out a constitution for a new German-Christian Empire. This 
vested ‘the sovereignty of the people’ in a popularly elected Reichstag, which 
was to hold its meetings in a cathedral, but combined this democratic feature 
with the xenophobic and totalitarian ideas of Fichte, providing for the exclu- 
sion of every foreign influence and the baptism or expulsion of all Jews. In the 
autumn of 1818, even as the Aachen Congress was dispersing, Karl Follen 
became a tutor at Jena University, where J.E Fries — who had spoken at the 
Wartburg rally — and two other Teutomanic professors had already propagated 
similar ideas. The Blacks of Giessen, who wore daggers at their secret meet- 
ings, saw themselves as an elite ready to die as martyrs in the cause of saving 
Germany from the tyranny of her ‘princes and their lackeys’. There was dire 
poverty and unemployment in Hesse and the Follen brothers meant to rouse 
the masses. A revolutionary ‘Great Hymn’ composed by them in 1818, and soon 
recited in some Hessian villages, rang with such vehement calls ‘Draw the knife 
of liberty... Drive the dagger through the throat!’ 

Five months after the Aachen Congress a young man, Karl Ludwig Sand, 
intoxicated by these slogans, went on foot from Jena to Mannheim and stabbed 
August von Kotzebue, a minor but well-known playwright to death with the 
words, ‘Here, traitor to the fatherland.’ Kotzebue had attacked several of the 
Teutomanic professors and was, moreover, suspected of being a spy for the 
Tsar, to whom he had indeed been sending occasional reports. Sand had been at 
the Wartburg rally and later met Karl Follen at Jena. Convinced that his deed 
would awaken Germany’s patriots, he knelt down and stabbed himself in the 
breast, but not deeply enough to escape arrest and eventual trial. 

‘Sand is a splendid fellow,’ Metternich wrote to Gentz. For the stir caused by 
the political assassination of Kotzebue provided the Austrian Chancellor, who 
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was beginning to see himself as ‘the physician in the great hospital of the 
world’, with the hoped-for opportunity to proceed with the ‘thorough cure’ 
contemplated by Gentz. While Sand was to be publicly executed two years 
later, Metternich set off immediately for Bohemia to see the Prussian King, 
who was taking the baths at Teplitz. Metternich was worried by the latter’s 
appointment of Wilhelm von Humboldt as ‘Minister in charge of the constitu- 
tion’, but upon being reassured that the King had no intention of redeeming his 
pledge to grant one, he called a conference of the g most important member- 
states of the Federal German Bund. 

The so-called Karlsbad Decrees they adopted were — in the words of Hum- 
boldt, who resigned together with two other ministers — ‘disgraceful’ and ‘cal- 
culated to enrage a thinking people’. Ratified by the Federal Diet, they dissolved 
all student fraternities in Germany; instituted strict supervision of schools and 
universities; abolished freedom of the press and subjected all books and publica- 
tions of ‘fewer than twenty-one sheets’, or 320 pages, to preliminary censorship. 
The most powerful instrument placed in Metternich’s hands by these Decrees 
was the appointment of a Central Investigation Commission composed of Aus- 
trian, Prussian, Hessian and other high officials. Operating from Mainz, the 
Commission was charged with putting an end to any kind of agitation aimed at 
‘subverting the monarchic principle in any of the member-states of the German 
Bund’, and was given wide powers to root out all ‘demagogic’ elements in public 
and academic life. 

At Giessen and elsewhere, students had their rooms ransacked and many 
were arrested. No evidence was found that Karl Follen had instigated the 
murder of Kotzebue, but as harassment continued he escaped to France and a 
couple of years later emigrated to the United States. His brother was impris- 
oned for two years in Berlin pending trial. The examining magistrate, who hap- 
pened to be the Bohemian E.T.A. Hoffmann, already famous for his ‘Devil’s 
Elixir’ and other Gothic tales, released him on sworn bail, whereupon Follen 
made his escape to Switzerland just before being sentenced to 10 years in a 
fortress. He became the wealthy Follen of Zurich, patron of the growing colony 
of intellectual refugees from Germany. Joseph Görres fled to Strasbourg. Turn- 
vater Jahn was to spend many years at Spandau, Kiistrin and other fortresses, 
before being banished for life to Freiburg-an-der-Unstrut. Ernst Moritz Arndt 
was deprived of his chair at Bonn and many other academics were entangled in 
long investigations. 

The very words ‘Germany’ or ‘republic’ were given an incriminating charac- 
ter. Paradoxically, the Holy Alliance, which was not even a treaty, was to serve 
Metternich better than the formal Quadruple Alliance. The latter, after the 
suppression of the Naples and Spanish revolts, was gradually to fall apart 
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because of the rival political interests of the powers and Britain’s reluctance to 
subscribe to the right claimed by her eastern partners of policing the Continent 
and ‘indiscriminately’ interfering in the affairs of other states. In the Holy 
Alliance, Metternich — a cool but often frightened rationalist — had the united 
support of the mystic and reactionary rulers of both Prussia and the Russian 
Empire for a policy of quenching any new social ideas or germinating national- 
ist sentiments. 

In the Karlsbad Decrees, followed by more repressive measures whenever 
the growing liberal middle class or the now clandestine Burschenschaften tried to 
raise their heads, he laid the foundation for an elaborate spy, police and ‘thought 
control’ system which — covering the press, theatre, lecture hall and every exist- 
ing public forum — was over the next three decades to result in the periodic dis- 
missal of more academic teachers; the hounding, and often the years-long 
incarceration in fortresses, of journalists, Burschenschaftler and other dis- 
senters; the banning of the works of individual as well as whole groups of 
writers. And this created that mentally stifling atmosphere which was to drive 
such diverse characters as Borne, Heine, Biichner, Weitling, Hess, Marx, 
Herwegh, Engels — some of them hardly or not yet born when the Karlsbad 
Decrees were promulgated in 1819 — from Germany, and most of her thinking 
people, idealists and realists, liberal patriots as well as a number of conserva- 
tives, to despair. 


Heine had been in Hamburg for a year and a half when the Wartburg Festival 
took place. Recalling the ships he sometimes watched setting sail from the great 
northern port, he was to write: ‘Such a harbour in the spring greatly resembles 
the heart of a young man who is going out in the world, and plunges for the first 
time into the stormy sea of life. His thoughts are still beflagged with multi- 
coloured bunting, rashness fills the sails of his desires. Heave-Hol...’ 

It was in some such mood that Harry had departed for Hamburg in June 
1816. ‘A golden star draws me northwards’, he wrote in an early poem. A 
metropolis of some 150,000 inhabitants compared to little Diisseldorf, the 
flourishing, fastgrowing ‘free’ city-state of Hamburg offered many worldly 
attractions to young men in search of a career. But shining bright and drawing 
Harry was the image of his cousin Amalie, the fair-haired daughter of his 
uncle Salomon Heine, rather than the prospect of making his start in the world 
as a junior clerk in Hamburg’s Heckscher & Heine Bank, of which his uncle 
was the governor. He had first met Amalie, nicknamed Molly, when she was 14, 
during one of her father’s visits to Diisseldorf. Whatever youthful flirtation 
had passed between them, this delicate angel-minx with her disturbing 
bluish-green ‘all-knowing eyes’ and enigmatic smile, had filled his dreams in 
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the two years since and become the object of his pining. She was not in Ham- 
burg when Harry arrived, but on 6 July he exulted in a letter to his friend 
Christian Sethe in Diisseldorf: ‘Rejoice, rejoice: Four weeks from now I shall 
be seeing Molly.’ 

He settled down in rented quarters, worked at the bank under the strict 
supervision of one of his uncle’s accountants, and in the evenings, dressed in a 
yellow frock coat, went strolling along Hamburg’s elegant Jungfernstieg (‘The 
Virgin’s Walk’). It was not long before he detected the city’s two faces, the 
facade of high respectability maintained by its business community, and its 
underside of hypocrisy. ‘A pretty foul commercial dump’, he reported his first 
impressions to Sethe. ‘Whores in plenty, but no Muses. Many a German bard 
has sung himself into a consumption here.’ 

Forlorn among uninspiring bank clerks, he was waiting for Molly — ‘with her 
returns my Muse’ — but there was much to distract him on visits to his uncle’s 
beautiful old Chateau Rainville, on a hill at Ottensen overlooking the Elbe. Its 
gardens boasted a marble fountain adorned with sphinxes, there were statues 
and stone benches, flowerbeds and avenues of trees, and beyond them rose a 
terrace from which one could gaze far out to the North Sea. The chateau’s inte- 
rior was sumptuous, but its salons were tastefully furnished. 

In that magnificent setting, Heine was by mid-September dining with the 
hero of Germany’s ‘Liberation Wars’, Fieldmarshal Blücher — a ‘Homeric’ 
figure, Heine found him — and otherwise mingling with ‘the whole mob of the 
diplomatic world, millionaires, senators’, bankers and members of Hamburg’s 
high society. Molly had returned, more ladylike now, a full-grown debutante of 
16. With her came her friends, bejewelled girls and young businessmen and 
sons of her father’s friends. There were picnics and outings, dancing parties 
and garden fêtes. Heine was 19, a young man in the flush of his first infatuation. 
Pale but elegant, awkward but clever and witty, he was, both as the nephew of 
the great Salomon Heine and to some extent in his own right, the object of 
some interest. Bosoms rose and good-looking girls sent him provocative 
glances, watched by their calculating mothers. His inspiration returned, and it 
was in Hamburg that he became a published poet. But, alas, all was not well 
with the world or with him. 

‘She loves me not! You must, dear Christian, pronounce this last monosylla- 
ble very softly. The first three words promise eternal heavenly bliss, but the last 
is eternal living hell.’ This, from Heine’s second letter to Christian Sethe, 
dated 27 October 1816 but not sent before 20 November, might have been the 
end of what Jeffrey Sammons has called ‘one of the most celebrated 
love-affairs in all literature’ — only to declare it, a little later in the same para- 
graph, ‘almost entirely a creation of literary historians’. But it was only the 
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beginning of the youthful Heine’s amorous tribulations. In page after page of 
this second letter to Sethe, which for its sheer uncontrolled emotion has been 
compared by some to Goethe’s letters to Kate Schénkopf, while others have 
found in it echoes of Schiller’s Sturm und Drang period,® Heine poured out his 
hurt to his only friend and confidant. He has had ‘the most irrefutable proofs’ 
that cousin Molly does not requite his love — ‘proofs that even Rector Schall- 
meyer would admit were absolutely logical and would not hesitate to put at the 
head of his system’. But all the same, his heart refuses to bend to the force of 
logic: ‘What has your logic to do with me, I have my own logic. — I have seen 
her again. — I am a fanatical chess player. I’ve lost my queen on my first move, 
and yet I still play. I play for the queen!” 

In a postscript, he informed Sethe, who had meanwhile moved to Gottingen, 
that he now bore his pain in a much ‘manlier’ fashion. ‘But I am dying in- 
wardly... O M[olly], you exact a high price! — ... over my naked breast hangs a 
black iron chain, and affixed to it precisely over my heartbeats is a black iron 
cross with many sharp edges: in it lies a lock of M...’s hair. Ooh! How that 
burns.’ Heine knows what he is letting himself in for: ‘O Christian! It’s enough 
to send the purest and most pious of minds into a frenzy of wild demented god- 
lessness.’ But, ‘coute ce que coute, here I am and here I remain.’ 

And so Harry Heine, fully aware of the folly of his misplaced love, was to 
spend a full three years in Hamburg, tossed between ‘demented godlessness’ 
and a sudden urge ‘to drug’ his senses and submerge his pain ‘in the infinite 
depths of mysticism. How pitiable knowledge seems to me now in its beggar’s 
rags.” 

His second letter to Sethe included the following lines: ‘Has Heine gone 
mad? you will exclaim. Nevertheless, I must have a Madonna. Will the heavenly 
replace the earthly Madonna for me?’ Other than the two 1816 letters to his 
boyhood friend, Heine left hardly a direct reference to the personality of his 
cousin, or his actual experiences with her. But in one of his first ballads, pub- 
lished in 1817, he is transported to a forest chapel, where the heavenly Virgin 
herself — by ‘a hairraising marvel’ transformed into a charming, smiling maiden 
— offers him ‘a lock of golden hair’ in reward for his ‘blindly trusting love’s 
devotion’. In two more of his youthful poems Heine alluded to the lock of 
Amalie’s hair he supposedly wore on his breast. Heine’s Book of Songs — espe- 
cially in the sections ‘Youthful Sorrows’, ‘Fresco Sonnets to Christian S.’ and 
‘Lyrical Intermezzo’ — abounds with images and scenes, some of them night- 
marish and macabre in Romantic fashion, of the grief, torments and fatality of 
deceitful love. The faithless Amalie-Molly is, however, nowhere named, and as 
so often in the case of Heine, much scholarly investigation and biographical 
speculation have been spent on unravelling the truth of the affair from its fic- 
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tional elements, and his real feelings from Romantic literary attitudinizing. The 
famous lines 


And when the heart within the breast is broken, 
All slashed to bits, all shivered and all shattered — 
What's left is laughter, shrill and ringing laughter 


in one of his sonnets were actually part of a letter he wrote in 1821, after a 
return visit to Hamburg, to a new friend of his, Straube. This letter contains a 
lengthy description of the madness that nearly drove him to suicide when he 
stood under Amalie’s window — ‘It was getting on for midnight when I betook 
myself to the house of my Dulcinea’ — which was to be echoed the following 
year in a poem evoking the ghostly night when ‘I stood before your house and 
stared up from the street below, and stared up at your window,’ etc. But does 
this mean that Heine is in each case speaking of a real experience? 

In 1961 William Rose pointed out that Heine’s early poems, for all the cor- 
respondence of the recurring ‘lock of hair’ or other images to things he related 
to Sethe or Straube, were written after ‘some considerable lapse of time’ since 
Harry had last seen Amalie and could not provide a solid enough basis for 
identification. Jeffrey Sammons, noting that clearly ‘something happened’ 
between young Heine and his cousin — and further that he did have a ‘capacity 
for carrying emotional pain intact in his memory for many years’ — observed 
that his poetry is ‘not narrative’ but an evolving state of mind, with the female 
figures ‘functional and thematic in a fictionalized drama of the self’, rather than 
recognizable persons. And Ritchie Robertson commented that ‘for Heine, disil- 
lusionment as a literary attitude is not the result of experience; it precedes 
experience. He knows in advance that reality will disappoint his expectation.” 

The intensity of Heine’s feelings for Amalie will probably never be known. 
Molly in Hamburg was not the prim, shy, elfin 14-year-old he had briefly met in 
Diisseldorf. In her own social milieu at Rainville, she was the princess of the 
chateau. Surrounded by friends and suitors, she tried out her charms on the 
love-sick Harry and kept him in a tantalizing frenzy with her bewitching eyes 
and coquettish smiles, only to mock him with her cold indifference. Worse, as a 
mortified Harry confessed to Sethe in the aforementioned letter, ‘she has run 
down my beautiful poems in a galling and despicable manner, poems which I 
wrote only for her.’ She and her friends, in fact, cruelly humiliated him by 
laughing at his verses. But this was not Harry’s only humiliation in Hamburg. 
In a poem called ‘Affrontenburg’ — ‘The Castle of Affront — published only two 
years before his death, he evoked the many snubs and indignities he suffered at 
the chateau in Ottensen, with its old battlements, its weathercock and its 
magnificent but ‘accursed garden’. 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


He was certainly referring here to his treatment by his uncle, Salomon Heine 
(1766-1842). A commanding figure, Salomon was at this time about to buy out 
his partner and found one of Germany’s leading banks under his own name. 
He presided over his business, his town mansion on the Jungfernstieg and his 
chateau with what Harry was to represent as the growling imperiousness of a 
hyberborean bear. Although the Heine ancestors had been financiers, Salomon 
was a self-made man who as a boy had been running about Hamburg delivering 
bills from house to house. At Harry’s age he was already set on the course which 
was to make him perhaps the richest man in Germany, and a philanthropist 
noted for his public charities. He had helped set up Harry’s father in business 
and was presently to bail him out of financial catastrophe. He was also prepared 
to do a lot for Harry, recognizing his brightness, but he had no more under- 
standing for his nephew’s intellectual bent and poetic vein than the rest of the 
hard-nosed Hamburgers — of whom Harry remarked that all they knew about 
poetry was ‘doggerel written to order for weddings and christenings’ — and did 
not see how he was going to make a living by his pen. By the banker’s practical 
lights, the best way to launch Harry in life was to give him a businessman’s 
training under his own supervision. 

Harry had a good deal of admiration for his uncle. Compared to his own 
father, who lived in the clouds, Uncle Salomon represented money and power, 
and in 1825 Harry was to call him ‘a redoubtable man who, despite great faults, 
also has great qualities.’ In fact, he found that, ‘by nature and in character, we 
are much alike: the same obstinate daring, the same bottomless capacity for 
affection, the same unpredictable folly. Only Fortune has made of him a mil- 
lionaire and of me a pauper, that is to say a poet, and for this reason our views 
on life and our modes of living are very different.” 

Neither of them was ready to accept the other’s values. Harry’s Hamburg 
period marked the start of the ambivalent relationship between Salomon, who 
felt that if Harry ‘had only learned something he would not have to write 
books’, and the nephew who — beginning to see his benefactions as the nabob’s 
tribute to genius — made himself dependent on his financial support, a depen- 
dence which was increasingly to prey on his mind as his needs grew and ulti- 
mately to consume much of his energy in the famous ‘money war’ with his 
Hamburg family. 

After only 4 months in Hamburg, Harry wrote in his second letter to Sethe 
that Uncle Salomon, dissatisfied with his lack of progress at the bank, wanted 
to send him home to Diisseldorf; and that while rubbing shoulders with sena- 
tors and high society at his uncle’s chateau, he felt ‘entirely isolated’. There was 
much ‘decorous formality’ at the chateau, but he was asserting ‘the poet’s inde- 
pendent spirit’ by often ‘sinning against etiquette’. Indeed, besides visiting 
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brothels and trying to make Amalie jealous by courting a Mile Charaux until 
her father forbade him the house, Harry reacted to Amalie’s indifference and 
the barbs he suffered in his uncle’s house by showing off his wit. Enjoying the 
luxury, but a poor relation at the feast, he assumed a superior, mocking pose and 
developed a defensive-aggressive attitude. At the same time, he assured Sethe — 
the only person he could confide in — that he was writing more poetry than ever. 
His verses, he felt, were becoming gentler and ‘sweeter, like pain dipped in 
honey’. 

Heine was also swept along by the patriotic fervour of Germany’s youth. 
Two years before the Wartburg rally, he had written the poem ‘Deutschland’, 
extolling Germany’s glory and her Teuton heroes and virtues, from Arminius 
down to her fair women bending over the ‘sacred wounds’ of the soldiers ‘bleed- 
ing for the Fatherland’. Some of his older schoolmates had returned from the 
wars against Napoleon. It was a topsy-turvy world, a time of disorientation and 
Romantic mysticism, and Harry, a gauche young man beset by many anxieties, 
had yet to find his bearings. He had grown up on German folk-songs. He was 
going to be a German poet but, adding to his other troubles, he was perturbed 
by the anti-Semitic atmosphere in Hamburg. The Jungfernstieg, where Harry’s 
uncle had his town house, was an area normally forbidden to Jewish residents. 
However, in spite of his numerous charities and public services to the city — cul- 
minating in his saving it from financial ruin after the ‘great fire’ of 1842 by con- 
tributing a fifth of his fortune to its rehabilitation loan, waiving the insurance 
on his demolished town house, and preventing speculation by discounting bills 
at the normal bank rate — he was denied citizenship and admission to the Cham- 
ber of Commerce. (Salomon Heine’s proviso that Hamburg’s Jewish hospital, 
which he founded, would admit Gentiles when the Jews were granted civil 
rights was not to be fulfilled before 1864, 20 years after his death.) But already 
in 1816, his nephew observed to Sethe that there was ‘a rather sticky tension’ in 
the city — which was indeed to explode before long in anti-Jewish riots to the 
old cry of Hep! Hep! (Hierosolyma est perdita) — and expressed his fear that 
‘Christian love will not leave unmolested the love-songs of a Jew’, making it 
difficult for him to publish his poetry. 

There is no definite answer to the question why Harry, frustrated in love and 
feeling generally unhappy in uncongenial Hamburg — ‘the beautiful cradle of 
my sorrows’ — stayed on there for three years; whether it was from indolence, 
indecision or sheer inertia, or some hope (as he told Sethe) of still winning 
Amalie’s heart, or possibly because he had no profession and no future else- 
where. The post-Napoleonic period had left his father with a large stock of 
assorted textile goods at his silk-and-cloth store, while England, the Nether- 
lands and France started dumping custom-free textiles at cut-throat prices into 
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the Rhineland. By 1817 the price of cotton merchandise had sunk so low that 
Samson Heine could only sell below cost. Increasingly indebted, and with 5 
other mouths to feed, Harry’s parents may well have considered it best to have 
him provided for by his powerful uncle. 

Heine's first poems began to appear in print in February 1817, starting with 
‘Die Weihe (‘The Boon’), which featured his cousin as a blond German 
Madonna handing an adoring youth a lock of her hair. It was a sign of his inse- 
curity that, whether in order not to antagonize his uncle or to make sure that his 
poems would not be rejected because of his being Jewish, he signed them with 
the atrocious pseudonym ‘Sy Freudhold Riesenharf’ (an anagram formed of 
the letters ‘Harry Heine, Diisseldorf’). It also showed his distraction that he 
had thoughtlessly offered the poems to the editor of the Hamburger Wachter, 
only to learn from Sethe after their publication that this was ‘an anti-Semitic 
rag’ whose editor never thought that their author could be a Jew. 

On New Year’s Day 1818, at the chateau, Harry presented Amalie with a red 
leatherbound volume of a verse-tragedy by Adolf Mullner. Her reaction was a 
curt ‘Write something like that’, to which Harry responded that he would write 
‘better things’;? but it seems that at this point he definitely realized that she did 
not love him. 

He continued to work in the bank until May, when his uncle, who made all 
the decisions for him, suddenly set him up as a linen-draper in a firm of his own 
— Harry Heine & Co. — specializing in English cloth. Harry dutifully tended the 
shop, which was in vaulted cellar rooms. He may well have thought that he was 
helping to rehabilitate his father’s business in Diisseldorf, as some of the mer- 
chandise came from the surplus stock of the latter’s store. At that, Harry now 
had enough time on his hands to frequent the theatre, cafés and dancing halls, 
although he did not dance. 

That autumn, out of the blue, he was presented with a demand to pay a 
promissory note drawn by his father in Diisseldorf on Harry Heine & Co. in 
Hamburg. Assuming there had been a mistake somewhere, Harry refused pay- 
ment, not knowing that the demand marked the beginning of a family drama 
that was to end in tragedy. It has long been known that the banker Heine not 
only bankrupted Harry’s father but brought an action to have him declared 
mentally incompetent. The exact circumstances of the affair, however, remained 
shrouded in mystery until 1974 when Klaus Schulte came up with a detailed 
study of all promissory notes circulated by Harry’s father between 1808 and 
1818, showing that he had increasingly been playing the credit system to the 
limit. "° 

It was common and legal business practice at that time for merchants to buy 
goods against promissory notes drawn on third or fourth parties, who redeemed 
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them at a discount on the sole security of the original drawer’s integrity and 
good standing in the business community. Such notes sometimes circulated 
from hand to hand for years. But once a promissory note bounced and its last 
holder ‘protested’ it before a notary, the ‘drawer’ who failed to pay up faced 
official proceedings and a stain on his name worse than death. 

Until the summer of 1818, Harry’s father, according to the records of several 
Diisseldorf notaries, had been able to obtain deferments on a large number of 
‘protested’ notes. Between August and mid-September, hard-pressed as his 
own clients defaulted on payments, he drew 8 or g notes on Harry Heine & Co. 
and on his brother Salomon’s associates in the Heckscher bank, and thereby 
precipitated his own ruin. When the notes were presented in Hamburg in Nov- 
ember, Salomon Heine was about to dissolve the Heckscher partnership and 
establish his own bank. With other creditors beginning to ‘protest’ Samson’s 
notes, Salomon Heine was determined to have his name kept out of his bro- 
ther’s bankruptcy affair. He ordered his trusted factotum, an accountant by the 
name of Hirsch (who was Harry’s financial supervisor at Harry Heine & Co.), 
to honour only one of the notes. Placed in the impossible position of humiliat- 
ing his father by refusing to redeem the others, Harry tried to make himself 
scarce. On three separate occasions, creditors were told that he had moved or 
gone on an 8-day trip. These evasive tactics, however, did not prevent the 
unpaid notes from being protested. 

In Düsseldorf a curious intermezzo had taken place on 12 November. Its 
unexpected protagonist was Harry’s maternal uncle Simon van Geldern, the 
eccentric, pigtailed bachelor and bookworm of ‘Noah’s Ark’. Claiming to act on 
behalf of Salomon, he obtained from Harry’s father a statement that he owed 
his brother in Hamburg the sum of 85,218 Reichsthaler and was therefore 
making over to him merchandise and outstanding debts to the same value. In 
return Simon van Geldern authorized Harry’s father to carry on business on 
behalf of his brother until further notice from the latter. Whether or not 
Salomon was behind this move, Samson saw in it a glimmer of hope. On 16 
December, however, Hirsch arrived in Düsseldorf with different orders. By 
early January — even as Salomon Heine’s new bank was opening in Hamburg — 
Hirsch, having spent 7,166 Reichsthaler to pay off Samson’s most pressing 
creditors, had him sign over part of his merchandise and consigned it to Harry 
Heine & Co. in Hamburg. With the immediate danger of a financial scandal 
averted, the banker’s next move, according to Schulte, was motivated by his fear 
that if his brother continued in business he might draw more notes on Harry 
Heine & Co. or otherwise embarrass him. 

In the first week of February, Hirsch started the liquidation of Samson’s 
firm by putting in a demand — in the name of his brothers Salomon and Henry 
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Heine, both of them bankers in Hamburg — to ‘interdict’ him on the grounds of 
mental incompetence. He submitted a certificate by Diisseldorf’s district 
medical officer saying that Samson had been suffering epileptic fits for the last 5 
years, and that for the last two he appeared to be suffering from softening of the 
brain. As for Simon van Geldern’s having licensed Samson to carry on busi- 
ness, Hirsch denied that Salomon Heine had ever authorized this. 

Samson Heine’s reaction was to go to Hamburg. He spent two days there, 
but it is not known whether he confronted his brother, or even whether he saw 
Harry. On 4 March he declared before a Hamburg notary that he no longer felt 
bound by his acknowledgment of a debt of 85,218 Reichsthaler to his brother. 
He was, however, powerless to stop the forces mobilized against him. The 
drama reached a climax on 28 April when — the Düsseldorf court having 
ordered a family council to be heard on the motion for ‘interdiction’ — this 
council of 6 people returned a recommendation that Samson be placed under a 
guardian. 

There is no evidence as to whether Samson himself was or was not in Dtis- 
seldorf at the time. All that is known is that, for reasons and purposes unex- 
plained, he set out for Hamburg again some time after 6 March, this time 
‘accompanied’ by Hirsch. In Düsseldorf the court had yet to adjudicate the 
demands of his two Hamburg brothers when their lawyer moved that the whole 
case be transferred to Hamburg. When the court rejected this motion — 
prompted, in the opinion of some, by the likelihood that in Diisseldorf people 
might have attested that Samson was far from being mentally incapacitated — 
the lawyer produced a certificate signed by two Hamburg doctors, revealing 
that Samson was actually in that city, and unable to travel. In the face of this, 
the court, at an undated hearing, agreed that Samson be interrogated in Ham- 
burg. 

The Hamburg hearing took place on 2 November 1819, when Samson Heine 
appeared before a magistrate by the name of Sillem. Shortly after it began he 
had an epileptic fit, followed by another after the motion for his ‘interdiction’ 
was read. The hearing was broken off, and Sillem sent the minutes to the court 
in Diisseldorf. The court added them to the file; but by the time Schulte ended 
his researches in 1974 no proof had been found that the court ever acted on the 
Hamburg motion. Schulte’s conclusion was that at some point during the 
wearisome proceedings, Harry’s father fell in with the role assigned to him by 
his brothers, though he played it ‘not like a loser, but rather like a man intent on 
making it transparent that he is taking part in a farce.’"? 

Farce or no farce, Samson’s store and house in Diisseldorf were to be auc- 
tioned off the following year. But even before Harry’s father’s complete undo- 
ing — he was eventually to be packed off with his wife for a prolonged ‘cure’ in 
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the salt-baths of Oldesloe in Holstein — the crass affair brought their son’s stay 
in Hamburg to a traumatic end. Heine was, not surprisingly, even more reticent 
about it than about his ‘great love affair’. In the absence of any information on 
the activities of his family during its protracted course, his own role in the epi- 
sode remains unclear. Uncle Salomon’s treatment of his father certainly added 
venom and a vengeful element to his relationship with the mighty banker, and 
very likely magnified that distaste for the money world and its practices he first 
felt in Hamburg — ‘It is not foul Macbeth, but Banko who reigns here,’ he wrote 
— even as his dependence on his uncle increased. For Salomon now took over 
financial responsibility for Harry’s entire family — for his father Samson, until 
he lived out his days in melancholy retirement at Liineburg; for Harry’s mother, 
who was to survive her husband by 31 years; and for their 4 children, including 
the university education of their 3 sons. 

The Hamburg firm of Harry Heine & Co. had been dissolved in March 1819 
because of looming bankruptcy. Harry had not particularly exerted himself to 
succeed in this third attempt by his family to make a businessman out of him. 
Whether Salomon Heine wanted to get rid of him or gave in to Harry’s 
mother’s entreaties, it was decided after a time that he should study law at the 
newly founded Bonn University on a generous 400 Thaler a year provided by 
the uncle. 

Frustrated in love and disillusioned with the world, Heine left Hamburg in 
mid-June 1819. ‘My secret inner life’, he was to write of the Hamburg period, 
‘sank in an abyss of dreams whose obscurity was relieved only by fitful lightning 
flashes; in my other, external life, I became mad, dissipated, cynical, and dis- 
gusting.’ It was in Hamburg that he consciously adopted an outward persona 
designed ‘to be the opposite of my inner life, lest the latter should destroy all 
the rest.’ Possibly he did so also to protect his inner self. He became the odd 
man out, vulnerable but mocking, aggressively witty, and wearing a thousand 
masks. 

But it was in Hamburg that he found his vocation as a poet and stuck to it 
through all his heartbreaks and the pressures on him. With his Muse for his 
only friend and consolation, he had started translating his great contemporary, 
Byron, the poet of unhappy love, Romantic gloom and Welischmerz. 

After the family council which had declared his beloved father incompetent, 
he spent the summer of 1819 in Diisseldorf. The circumstances he found at 
home and the emotions they engendered in him are a complete blank. All we 
know is that, never having finished high school, he studied with a private tutor 
for a special examination to gain admission to the university. But among the 
poems he wrote that summer was one that was to go around the world: ‘Die 
Grenadiere’ (The Grenadiers). 
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At the beginning of October, he left for Bonn, where he found the student 
body agitated by the banning of the Burschenschaft fraternities and the Federal 
Diet’s adoption of the Karlsbad Decrees. 


In Trier, a short distance south of Bonn, Heinrich Marx rented a house at No. 
664 Briickengasse in April 1818. Built in 1727, it was a baroque middle-class 
house into which he moved with his pregnant wife and their two children: 
Maurice (Moritz) David, who was two and a half, and 18-months-old Sophie. 
Maurice had been born at ‘No. 55 1/2’ in Liebfrauenstrasse, where Marx — reg- 
istered since 1815 as a ‘lawyer at the Rhenish Court of Appeals’ — had settled 
down with his wife some time after their marriage. His first office was at the 
same address. Sophie was born either there or at No. 485 Nagelstrasse, where 
the Marxes seem to have lived, between 1816 and the end of March 1818.1? 

The house to which they now moved was of the type inhabited by wealthy 
middle-class citizens and higher officials. It had two rooms on the ground floor 
and three on the first floor, besides a basement room and garrets. It was in one 
of the upstairs rooms on 5 May 1818 that Henriette Marx gave birth to a boy 
whose birth certificate, registered two days later, recorded his name as ‘Carl’, 
although he himself later spelled it Karl. 

It was only in 1904 that this house was identified as Marx’s birthplace. Bought 
and renovated by the German Social Democratic Party in 1928, it was — due to 
the rise of the Nazis — not until the end of World War II that it was turned into 
a memorial and study centre. Nowadays 10 Briickenstrasse, it was — after the 
study centre was transferred to a new building in the vicinity — dedicated as a 
‘Marx Museum’ in 1983, on the centenary of his death. 

Marx was born nearly three years after the signing of the Holy Alliance 
effectively put an end (as it turned out) to all liberal aspirations of the post- 
Napoleonic era; and some 14 months before the adoption of the Karlsbad 
Decrees. By the time he was born, Henri de Saint-Simon, the French theorist 
of the class conflict and tireless prophet of the industrial age, was finding pow- 
erful supporters for his long-neglected ideas. After a short spell in the mad- 
house of Charenton, he had, about the time of the Congress of Vienna, 
published his De la réorganisation de la société européenne, outlining an econom- 
ically and politically united European Community of Nations. And after the fall 
of Napoleon, Saint-Simon’s insistence that ‘the whole of society rests on 
industry’, which is ‘the sole guarantee of its existence’, could not but impress 
the French bourgeoisie, faced as it was with the aristocracy’s push to recover 
vested positions of influence along with its huge estates. 

By 1818 he was once more a society figure, on intimate terms with Baron 
Ternaux the ‘textile king’, with Lafitte and several regents of the Banque de 
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France, and frequenting the salons of leading industrialists and financiers — 
men of the very elite he deemed capable of creating a world of plenty based on 
‘productivity’ and ‘scientific’ distribution in the best interest of mankind. With 
their help, Saint-Simon launched a series of periodical publications — L’Indus- 
trie, Le Politique and L’Organisateur — extolling the merits of bourgeois enter- 
prise. His industrial friends, however, hardly became converts to his notion that 
improving the lot of the poorest and ‘most numerous class’, i.e. the proletariat, 
was not against the interest of the rich, but would increase their own happiness 
as well. Before long, the breadth of Saint-Simon’s vision and his Faust-like 
temperament proved too much for them. For when he spoke of ‘terrestrial 
morality’, they feared a confrontation with the Catholic Church; and a piece he 
published in L’Organisateur landed him in deep trouble. 

The piece was Saint-Simon’s famous ‘Parabole’, in which he brazenly 
declared that if the King of France and all the princes, marshals, cardinals, 
bishops, ministers, judges, government officials and high-born landowners — in 
short, 30,000 Frenchmen considered most important — were suddenly to 
perish, France would be aggrieved, but would ‘suffer no political harm’, 
because they could be easily replaced by other worthy courtiers, clerics and 
administrators, without damage to the French genius; whereas, if France sud- 
denly lost 30,000 of her best physicists, chemists, mathematicians, doctors, sur- 
geons, pharmacists, civil and military engineers, architects, miners, locksmiths, 
mechanics, plumbers, watchmakers, shipbuilders, or for that matter, her fore- 
most poets, painters, musicians and writers — ‘the flower of French society’ — 
then France would lose her prosperity, her place among the nations and her 
very ‘soul’ for at least a generation. 

Saint-Simon’s ‘Parabole’ was his way of appealing to King Louis XVIII to 
become France’s ‘First Industrialist’, that is, to take the lead in creating and 
promoting the new century’s Industrial Society. It was his way of solving ‘the 
frightful crisis involving the whole of Europe’, of overhauling its political and 
social system and adjusting the Continent to the industrial age without war or 
revolu-tion and the resulting anarchy. But it was provocatively phrased, and the 
Bour-bon king was the wrong addressee for such visionary plans. In February 
1820, Louis XVIIP’s nephew, the duc de Berry — son of the future King Charles 
X — was assassinated. Saint-Simon, the humanist who envisioned a World Par- 
liament and had spent a lifetime racking his fertile brain to devise a system that 
would eliminate national as well as class conflicts and abolishing the causes of 
violence, was charged with ‘morally’ instigating the crime. 

Profoundly humiliated, abandoned during his prosecution by the bour- 
geoisie and almost everyone, he emerged from the affair unpunished but once 
again a pauper at 60. The admirable crackpot who in former times used to have 
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his valet wake him with the words, ‘Time to get up, monsieur le comte, you have 
important things to do,’ literally had to collect alms to keep body and soul 
together. He tried to shoot himself. Rescued and recovering, he set about pro- 
viding a synthesis between a reformed, socially oriented ‘brotherly’ Christianity 
and the spiritual needs of the age of technology, and died (7 years after Marx’s 
birth) confident that he had ‘the idea that would save the human species’. 

Saint-Simon’s demonstration of the influence of social and economic factors 
on the process of history was to provide rich, if divisive, inspiration to the new 
generation of social theorists and militants born at the height of the Napoleonic 
era or immediately afterwards. As for his whole utopian vision of the develop- 
ment of the industrial world, in our own time it has indeed become a reality, 
with our dependence on the efforts of supra-national scientists, financial corpo- 
rations and technocratic administrators such as he proposed to place in charge 
of affairs in order to ensure ‘the association of all men on the surface of the 
globe’. 

‘The frightful crisis’ which Saint-Simon meant to solve was depicted in stark 
terms by that other eccentric, not to say mad French visionary, Charles Fourier. 
In the 7 years between 1808 and 1815, he observed at the time of the Vienna 
Congress, France alone had lost ‘more than 1,200,000 men in battle, not count- 
ing the victims of the revolutionary plagues.’ As early as 1803, Fourier had pro- 
posed to First Consul Bonaparte the introduction of a ‘decent minimum wage’ 
in order to abolish poverty and social unrest. In 1808, he published his Théorie 
des quatre mouvements et des destinées générales in two volumes; out of fear of 
being plagiarized, he gave Leipzig as the place of publication, although they 
were printed in Lyons. In this dissertation he had placed before the world his 
system of ‘universal Harmony’, based on the theory that Newton’s principle of 
attraction or harmony among material bodies had its equivalent in the mutual 
attraction or ‘harmony’ between the natural passions of men. Their repression 
and stultification by the false values, restraints and pharisaic morality of ‘civi- 
lization’ led to all the ills and conflicts of the social organism. i 

Fourier, with his elaborate blueprint for a happy humanity living in commu- 
nal ‘phalansteries’, carefully designed for the maximum satisfaction of each 
individual’s 12 ‘fundamental passions’ (i.e., economic, social, cultural and psy- 
chological needs), would one day be hailed by André Breton as a forerunner of 
surrealism. His forecast of a planet inhabited by five billion people would be 
fulfilled only in 1988, but in the ravings of this monomaniac against the state 
and its ‘political wisdom’ expressed in ‘bayonets’, against the kings who posed 
as ‘infallible divine beings’ and against the Catholic Church (which banned his 
writings), the future rebels were to find a ready textbook of all the ‘crimes’, 
vices, hypocrisy and oppression practised by the various establishments of the 
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‘civilized’ world, from the exploitation of cheap labour to the endemic chaos of 
economic crises, from the rat-race and destruction of family life in the urban 
centres to the wretchedness and alienation of the hungry and the dispossessed. 

In England, Byron in 1812 had spoken in the House of Lords in defence of 
the Nottingham workers who had smashed the new industrial machines or 
‘stocking-frames’ for producing cheap cotton calicoes which made them 
jobless. Never, ‘in the most oppressed provinces of Turkey’, said Byron, ‘did I 
behold such squalid wretchedness as I have in the very heart of a Christian 
country.” By 1817, Robert Owen had demonstrated at his New Lanark Mills in 
Scotland that England’s textile workers could be turned from drunken 
wretches into orderly men. The revolutionary social amenities established by 
Owen for his workers and their children had made New Lanark an internation- 
ally famous industrial community, a showplace visited by some of Europe’s 
rulers and leading statesmen, including Tsar Alexander’s brother and later suc- 
cessor Nicholas. 

Less than a year before Marx’s birth, Owen (supported by the Duke of Kent, 
father of Queen Victoria) was on the way to becoming the leading Socialist 
reformer of the age by launching his ‘cooperative villages’ when, in August 
1817, at a meeting in the City of London Tavern, he spoke out against the 
‘gross errors’ of all received forms of religion. Owen, whose plan initially had 
the cautious blessing of the Archbishop of Canterbury, was dropped by the 
establishment just as Saint-Simon was dropped by the bourgeoisie for his 
remarks about ‘terrestrial morality’. Owen had started his social experiment at 
New Lanark in the first decade of the roth century. In that period of Napo- 
leon’s expanding conquests — in which Hegel had produced his Phenomenology 
of the Spirit — Fourier and Saint-Simon had both developed their separate social 
theories. To the glory and madness of the times, the two ‘prophets of Paris’ 
opposed their own highly idiosyncratic vistas of peace and human happiness. 
They went on propagating them through the economic slump that spread 
poverty and unemployment at the end of the Napoleonic wars. Although their 
message was not lost on the next generation, they were like men crying in the 
wilderness. 


In June 1817, Heinrich Marx — while still anxiously waiting to see whether 
Prussia would force him out of his profession unless he changed his faith — was 
appointed a member of an official ‘Commission for the Regulation of the 
Jewish Debts in the former Archbishopric of Trier’. The Commission dealt 
with arrears in ‘protection’ money, residential permits and other taxes owed by 
the Jews to the former Archbishop of Trier for two years between 1792 and 
1794, when his feudal-clerical state had gone out existence. Since then, coming 
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under French sovereignty, its frontiers had been twice changed. The Prussians 
changed them again. In 1817, for a start, the debts carried over from the Arch- 
bishopric were claimed, together with interest, from Jews who had lived in the 
original territory, or from their descendants; from others who had since moved 
into different provinces; and still others who had only recently been ‘annexed? 
to it. 

Though individual Jews protested both the injustice of the state’s argument 
— which was that the ‘communal’ debt concerned them no matter whether they 
had been involved in contracting it — and the sums demanded of them, the 
matter was frequently held up by appeals to the courts, with the result that the 
settlement of these debts was to drag on until 1836. 

From June 1817 until April 1819, it was the task of Marx and two other Jewish 
members of the Commission to fix the individual quotas to be paid by the 
debtors. It was an onerous job, for the Jews, forbidden public office, teaching 
posts, crafts, trades and farming, fared worst in the economic depression. 
Around 2,800 Jews altogether lived in the new Prussian government district of 
Trier, only about 250 in the town itself. With the exception of some cattle-dealers 
and a few doctors, ‘they were, if anything, even more destitute than the Christian 
poor’, and reduced to ‘the meanest and most degrading peddling’. 

Their plight is perhaps best illustrated by the fact that since 1813 they had 
been unable to collect their rabbi’s salary. The rabbi was Heinrich’s brother 
Samuel, who continued to live in the crowded and dilapidated old ‘synagogue 
house’ in the Weberbachgasse. In March 1815 Rabbi Samuel complained to the 
authorities that he had not received his salary — which under the French had 
been 3,000 francs, but had since been halved — for the past 17 months. Karl 
Marx thus came of a family which had long known poverty, for even his grand- 
father Rabbi Mordecai had never been able to make ends meet. His own father, 
though, had married a woman of some means. But it may be assumed that the 
privation Heinrich had known in his youth, the spreading pauperism around 
him and his fear of being bereft of his profession and unable to provide for his 
family, was to be a factor in his ultimate decision to convert. 

In 1975 the publication of a 439-page collection of documents't discovered 
in Trier’s municipal library showed that when Heinrich Marx and two other 
‘conscientious’ and fair-minded Jews were co-opted to the Commission, they 
asked ‘to consult their community’. None of its members objected to Hein- 
rich’s presence on the grounds that he had ‘defected’ from the community by 
conversion, indicating that his baptism may have taken place later than was pre- 
viously thought. 

In January 1819, Jewish functionaries in the Rhineland and Westphalia were 
beginning to be officially dismissed. There is no document concerning the fate 


176 


AFTER THE CONGRESS OF VIENNA 


of Heinrich Marx, except that he continued his work on the Debts Commis- 
sion. But another of the three lawyers whom President Sethe had interviewed 
during his inspection of the Rhineland’s legal institutions and their staff — 
Benedict Philipp, a bailiff at Heinsberg, appointed under the French — was 
informed by Prussia’s Chancellor Hardenberg that since religion was one of 
‘the principles governing the qualification of public officials, and as these prin- 
ciples apply throughout the entire state, no one of the Israelite confession can 
hold a state post.’ 

On 15 April 1819, the Marxes’ first son Maurice David, a sickly child, died at 
the age of 3. His death was notified to the authorities on behalf of ‘the lawyer 
Heinrich Marx’ by a representative of the Jewish community. This is taken as 
another indication that Marx had not yet been baptized. So is the fact that a 
Jewish debtor, who about this time strongly contested Heinrich Marx’s mem- 
bership of the Commission, did so only on the grounds that his own name — 
Marx’s — nowhere appeared on the list of debtors. The answer given by another 
member was that Heinrich Marx had spent so much time and effort on the 
Commission’s work without remuneration that it was thought only ‘a small rec- 
ompense’ to exempt him from his rate of the debt. The provincial government, 
however, thought otherwise. On 14 May, Mayor Haw, as president of the Com- 
mission, was informed that its members, least of all those dealing with the list 
of debtors, deserved no special consideration, as it had from the beginning been 
instituted on a ‘voluntary’ basis. 

It is assumed that Marx resigned in the wake of this criticism and that he 
finally accepted baptism some time later in 1819.'° This also fits in with the 
sequence of official measures against the Jews which, in the absence of other 
information, is the only record to go by; and with the fact that the Divisional 
Chaplain Miihlenhoff, mentioned at a later date in the baptismal register as the 
pastor who performed the act, was only promoted to that rank in 1819. 

Whatever the date of the conversion, what really matters is the possible 
effect of the father’s break with his roots on ‘Fortune’s child’ — the ‘Gliickskind’ 
Karl —as his parents called him. 

As Edmund Wilson pointed out, Karl Marx was descended on his father’s side 
from an ‘unbroken succession of rabbis, some of them distinguished teachers of 
the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries.’ Friedrich Heer’? named Marx’s two best- 
known 16th-century ancestors: ‘Joseph ben Gershon Cohen, Rabbi of Cracow’, 
and ‘Meir Katzenellenbogen, who died as Rabbi of Padua in 156s’ and was regar- 
ded by the university there ‘as one of the most illustrious minds of his age.’ Even 
the best of the more up-to-date biographies and studies of Marx published since 
— some of them as late as the 1983 centenary of his death or after — trace Marx’s 
genealogy no further than to an earlier 15th-century rabbi of Padua. 
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Marx’s paternal ancestry, however, goes much further back, to Rasmi, the 
11th-century sage and greatest Jewish Bible and Talmud commentator of all 
time. The line leading from Rasni to Karl Marx across nearly 800 years makes 
for a ramified family tree, which — both on its own, and due to Marx’s maternal 
descent from ‘the Exalted Rabbi’ Judah Loew (the legendary Golem-maker of 
Prague) — came to be decorated with whole clusters of famous scholars, rabbi- 
nical judges, community leaders as well as bankers and court financiers all over 
Europe. Among these previously unknown ancestors are to be found some of 
the greatest Talmudists and rabbinical ‘law-givers’ of the last thousand years. 
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On the first day of October 1819, Heinrich Marx bought, and shortly after- 
wards moved with his family into, a house at No. 1070 in Trier’s Simeongasse. 
Although the new house was smaller than the previous one, it had 8 rooms on 
the two main floors and three small garrets in the roof. According to the con- 
tract, it also comprised ‘a small courtyard, a laundry room and a small garden’. 
By this time the Marxes had three small children, Sophie, Karl and two-months- 
old Hermann; but as they were to produce 5 more children in almost as many 
years, the house was eventually occupied by a family of 10. It was in this house 
that Karl Marx was to spend his childhood and adolescence. A plaque on the 
house — since converted into a mixed residential and commercial building at 
what is today No. 8 Simeonstrasse — commemorates the fact that he lived there 
until he left to go to university at the age of 17. His father bought the house 
from a Privy Councillor, Peter Schwarz, for 3,650 Thaler, making a down 
payment of 1,050 Thaler, probably with money from his wife’s dowry. The rest 
was to be paid in three installments over the next 6 years at 5 per cent interest, 
all of it (including the interest) in ‘hard cash in any legal currency’ at the pre- 
vailing Thaler rate in Trier. 

Following his baptism, Heinrich Marx was appointed on 3 July 1820 an 
Advokatanwalt, or barrister-at-law, at the High Court of Appeals in Trier. As a 
simple Advokat his practice had been limited to penal cases, and in others he 
had had to hire the services of an Anwalt, or solicitor, but now his practice was 
unlimited. Little is known about the detailed stages of his professional rise to 
the esteemed rank of Justizrat, or the type of cases he handled. The only indi- 
cation that his income soon increased is that within less than a decade he 
bought, like most bourgeois families in the wine-blessed Moselle area, a small 
vineyard at Kurenz, just outside Trier. While this may have been meant primar- 
ily for his family’s private consumption, he was eventually to prosper enough to 
acquire another vineyard, worth 3,000 Thaler, apparently as a property invest- 
ment. 

The only extant documents pertaining to his legal activities show that he 
represented Trier’s Lord Mayor Wilhelm Haw in a case brought against him 
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before the Court of Appeals. There is a similar dearth of authentic information 
about Karl Marx’s childhood before the start of his grammar-school education 
at Trier’s Gymnasium. The only recorded events in the lives of either the son 
or the father in the period between 1819 and 1825 are the boy’s baptism in 1824, 
and the start of the hearings in the appeal against Mayor Haw the following 
year. 

During the same period, Harry Heine attended three universities in a row. 
Each of them left its imprint on him, starting with Bonn University, which he 
entered about the same week in October 1819 when the Marx family moved 
into their new house. Almost immediately he felt the sting of the Karlsbad Dec- 
rees, promulgated only some weeks earlier. On 18 October, when he was almost 
22, but still, in student slang, a ‘mule’ (a freshman who still had to pass a univer- 
sity entrance examination), he joined a torchlight procession of students to the 
Kreuzberg to celebrate the anniversary of the Battle of Leipzig. On the hilltop, 
around a bonfire, they listened to speeches and sang songs to freedom. 

When the fire died down, they returned to their beds, and the demonstration 
would have had no further consequences had not Bonn’s Allgemeinheit student 
fraternity — so named to stress its ‘general’ character and accessibility to all, in 
the hope of evading the ban on the old, exclusivist Burschenschaften with their 
rigorous code and esprit de corps — shortly afterwards published a radical leaflet. 
This brought the Prussian police to the campus. Several student leaders were 
arrested, and all who had been on the Kreuzberg had to appear before a univer- 
sity court of two professors. Heine’s turn came on 26 November, Asked whe- 
ther there had been any cheers for the Burschenschafien, Heine said there had 
been only two cheers, one for Blücher, and one for German freedom. As to the 
common theme of the speeches, he declared: ‘In the first speech I was able to 
discern no coherent theme at all; as for the second, I am unable to say, for I 
cannot remember what it was about.’ 

Fending off all 16 questions in this vague, half-amused manner, he pricked 
the pompousness of the interrogation, and a week later passed his entrance 
examination. The examiners found him weak in Latin and mathematics, but 
could not help seeing that his German essay, ‘although written in an unusual 
style’, showed ‘a remarkable aptitude for satire’. 

That very aptitude, of course, expressed itself in his whole bearing. All 
accounts of him speak of his ‘sardonic smile’, and Adolph Strodtmann, later to 
become Heine’s first biographer, noted that he seldom joined in companionable 
conversation, and then only to interject a flash of wit or some jocular remark. 
Highly reticent about his inner life, ‘good-natured and soft to excess, he seemed 
almost ashamed of his sensibility.’ The fact is that Heine was by nature a self- 
absorbed loner, and the sad circumstances which led, that winter, to the liquida- 
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tion of his father’s business in Düsseldorf preyed on his mind, aggravating the 
insecurity which had made him publish his first verses under a pseudonym. One 
day in Bonn he showed the ‘Riesenharf’ poems, as printed in a Hamburg news- 
paper, to J.B. Rousseau, himself an aspiring poet who had been assigned to coach 
Harry in Latin. Pretending that the author was a friend of his, Harry declared 
them to be execrable and waited anxiously for Rousseau’s opinion. ‘When I 
unsuspectingly said that they were the work of a genius’, Rousseau was to write, 
‘he fell about my neck, tearful and jubilant.” 

Heine felt at home in Bonn, a city only slightly larger than Diisseldorf, where 
the same easy-going Rhineland spirit prevailed. Bonn University — where Karl 
Marx was to start his studies 16 years later — was in 1819 Germany’s youngest 
alma mater, having opened, or rather reopened, only the year before (the origi- 
nal university founded in 1786 having been closed by Napoleon). But it was 
about to become famous as the ‘fortress of Romanticism’, thanks to the pres- 
ence on its academic staff of August Wilhelm Baron von Schlegel, the panjan- 
drum of German literature and leader of the Romantic School. 

At the insistence of both his mother and his uncle Salomon, Harry had 
enrolled as a law student. The law, however, especially Roman Law, bored him. 
He preferred to attend the lectures on ancient German history given by Ernst 
Moritz Arndt — until Arndt was suspended for his political views in February 
1820 — and by the rector of the university, Karl D. Hullmann. But his inclina- 
tion drew him most to the hall in which Schlegel lectured on German litera- 
ture, on the Nibelungenlied, and on metrics and prosody. 

An elegant, cosmopolitan, rather fastidious-looking figure of 52, Schlegel, 
before coming to Bonn, had spent 14 years abroad, most of them — but for a 
two-year interval as secretary to the Crown Prince of Sweden — on Madame de 
Staél’s famous Swiss estate at Coppet.’ He had accompanied her on all her 
travels, and had met almost every European personality worth knowing. 

‘With the exception of Napoleon’, Heine wrote later, ‘he was in those days 
the first great man I had ever seen, and I shall never forget his impressive 
appearance.’ It took some courage for him to show the great man his poetry, but 
Schlegel recognized his talent and took the trouble to go over his verses, cor- 
recting his metrics and showing how to achieve simplicity of style. Harry 
exulted when Schlegel invited him to coffee and returned his manuscripts with 
detailed pencil marks in the text and in the margin. He spent hours perfecting 
them accordingly, and Schlegel’s influence is evident in Heine’s poetry at the 
time, especially in the ‘Fresco Sonnets’ to Christian Sethe. 

Shortly after the demonstration on the Kreuzberg, Heine had written a sec- 
ond ‘Deutschland’ ode. Still sharing the disappointment of Germany’s patriotic 
youth at being robbed by Metternich of the fruits of the “War of Liberation’, and 


181 


THE Doctors OF REVOLUTION 


possibly under the influence of Schlegel’s Romanticism, he contrasted the ‘pygmy 
nation’, hyprocrisy and false values he saw around him with the strong Germany 
of old castles, ‘knightly’ men and fair ladies of sterling virtue. He also joined the 
Allgemeinheit fraternity, and became friends with a number of kindred spirits 
among its members. Besides Rousseau and Strodtmann, these included Joseph 
Neunzig, a future physician and prominent liberal; Johann E Dieffenbach, who 
became a famous surgeon in Berlin; Karl Simrock and Hoffmann von Fallers- 
leben, two future prominent poets. Since two others in this group, Heinrich 
Straube and Fritz von Beughem, likewise wrote or had an interest in poetry, it 
became known as ‘the lyrical half-dozen’. 

In June 1820 Heine moved from Bonn to Beuel, a quiet village on the oppo- 
site bank of the Rhine. There, during the summer vacation, he acknowledged 
his debt to Schlegel by dedicating to him three sonnets which were published 
the following year. 

There is no doubt that the young Heine genuinely admired Schlegel, who 
had translated Shakespeare, Dante, Cervantes and other masters of world lit- 
erature. But it is the fate of many ‘masters’ to be overtaken, and sometimes 
demolished, by their most talented pupils. Thirteen years later Heine wrote Die 
romantische Schule (‘The Romantic School’), in which he killed off two birds 
with one stone, the double title signalling that he intended both to challenge 
most of Madame de Staél’s ideas in her famous book on Germany — ideas which 
l had been directly inspired by Schlegel — and to administer the coup de grâce to 
e Schlegel’s conception of Romanticism. In 1837, Heine was further to wound 

Schlegel by referring to him as ‘the eternal dandy’, while calling Goethe ‘the 
eternal youth’. By that time, others too were taking jibes at Schlegel’s vanity 
and affectations. What is remarkable is that as early as 1820 the grateful Heine 
of the sonnets already saw himself superseding the great master. ‘You greedy 
man’, he apostrophized Schlegel, advising him to be content with his hoard of 
riches and to ‘think of spending now, not of accumulating more.’ 

Remarkably, too, during that summer vacation at Beuel, Heine also wrote a 
short essay in which, while defending Schlegel’s Romanticism, he moved 
slightly away from him. To attack Romanticism, he wrote, was to wound the 
German language itself, ‘the German word which is our most precious posses- 
sion’. Although he was still a long way from his later statement that the 
medieval ‘thousand-year-old empire of Romanticism is dead, and I myself was 
its last and fabulous king’, he observed that ‘Christianity and chivalry’, the two 


great Romantic influences, 


were only a means of bringing Romanticism to the fore; its flame has 
long been burning on the altar of our poesy; no priest needs to tend 
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its lamp with holy oil, and no knight needs to keep armed watch over 
it any longer. Germany is free now; no cleric can imprison German 
minds any longer, no petty aristocratic tyrant can whip German 
bodies into socage-service any longer, and therefore let us see to it 
that the German Muse becomes a freely blossoming, unaffected, 
honest German girl again and no languishing nun, and no pedigree- 
ridden damsel beholden to her knight. 


In this essay, titled ‘Die Romantik’ and published in August 1820 shortly after it 
was written, an uncertain Heine was groping his way towards a conception of 
Romantic art no longer confined to the satisfying world of the imagination but 
seeking points of contact with the political and other realities of the modern 
world. The balance between subjective imagination and objective reality, and 
the question of art-for-art’s-sake versus relevant or committed art, were begin- 
ning to preoccupy the young artist. 


Near the end of September 1820, Heine was hiking through Westphalia, head- 
ing for Gottingen University in the Kingdom of Hanover. It had been decided 
that it was time for him to start ‘swotting’ in earnest for a lawyer’s degree at 
Göttingen’s Georgia Augusta University, which had the reputation of being 
Germany’s Bologna for learning without Bologna’s distractions. 

Leaving the village solitude of Beuel, where he had started work on his first 
tragedy, A/mansor, Harry had gone to Bonn in mid-August to settle his ex-matri- 
culation. On or about 20 September he left for Düsseldorf. His parents were no 
longer there and he did not stay more than a day, after which he set out on foot for 
Gottingen, some 240 kilometres away. He broke his journey twice in Westphalia, 
‘the magic land’ of ham, pumpernickel and pig beans. At Hamm he met the edi- 
tors of the Rhenish-Westphalian Advertiser, which had published ‘Die Romantik’; 
at Soest he had a joyful reunion with his long-time friend and soul-mate, Christ- 
ian Sethe, who was now a junior barrister. Then he took the post-chaise as far as 
the next town, rested overnight, and went on walking. Guided, as he put it, by 
the ‘Spirit of Swotting’ which pointed inexorably in the direction of the ‘towers 
of Georgia Augusta’, he reached Gottingen after a 10-day journey. 

He had not been long in the small town when, in short and increasingly gro- 
tesque order, he had an argument in a tavern and challenged a fellow-student to 
a pistol duel. The duel never took place, but occasioned a prolonged faculty 
wrangle, at the end of which, after a stay of only 4 months, Heine was abruptly 
sent down by order of the university’s royal trustees; and almost simultaneously 
the student Burschenschaften threw him out, on the grounds, since discredited, 
of having violated its ‘vows of chastity’. 
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In the Harz Journey, written 4 years after his arrival, Heine was to give a mer- 
ciless picture of Göttingen, ‘famous for its sausages and university’, and to stig- 
matize the place as inhabited by ‘students, professors, philistines and livestock — 
four classes which are, however, anything but strictly separable. The livestock 
are the most important class.’ Most of Gdéttingen’s 1,300 students were aristo- 
cratic young sparks and sons of Hanoverian Junkers. Snobbish fops and con- 
ceited dandies, they brought their valets to the town, rode, strutted about or 
roamed the streets in hordes, duelled daily amongst themselves, talked of 
nothing but their dogs, horses and their noble ancestors, and treated the servile 
local burghers, who relied upon them for their living, with the insolence of 
provincial lords of creation. 

Heine had yet to witness the scene he was to describe in The North Sea III 
(1826), of a group of them on horseback cruelly chasing a hired sprinter as if he 
were an animal: 


It was an oppressively hot, humid Sunday, and the poor fellow was 
already pretty well exhausted with the running he’d done, when 
some Hanoverian Junkers — students of the humanities, mark you — 
offered him a few thalers to run over the course again; and the fellow 
ran, and he was deathly white and wore a red jacket, and close behind 
him, raising a cloud of dust, galloped the well-fed aristocratic youths 
on their tall steeds. Every now and then the horses’ hooves prodded 
the gasping, hunted fellow; and he was a human being. 


His own forebears, Heine was to observe, had not been hunters. ‘They were 
very much hunted, and my blood rises at the thought of taking aim at the 
descendants of their colleagues.’ Confronted with a living example of feudal 
days, ‘when human beings were the game in a grand hunt’, Heine could not but 
be repelled by Gottingen’s ‘sportsmen’, and identified with their quarry. 
Thrown together for the first time with the scions of ‘old’ Germany’s loyal 
knights and fair ladies he had celebrated in his two ‘Deutschland’ poems, Heine 
reacted to their boorish behaviour in the flesh by spending most of his first fort- 
night at Gottingen in his lonely rooms, working on A/mansor. Then, deciding to 
make the best of the absence of any cultural life in ‘this learned nest’, he wrote 
the famous quatrain ‘Swot, German youth’ and registered for courses in philo- 
sophy, German history and medieval German literature. He began to dine at 
Gottingen’s ‘English’ tavern (the ‘Hoff von England’); and at three o’clock, on 4 
afternoons a week, he religiously attended the lectures on old High German 
poetry given by one of Gottingen’s few distinguished professors, Georg Fried- 
rich Benecke (1762-1844), to whom Schlegel had given him a laudatory letter 
of introduction. By 9 November, an amazed Harry was exclaiming in a letter to 
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his friend Fritz von Beughem: ‘Can you imagine, dear Fritz, only 9 students, 
literally nine, attend the course in High German or take the slightest interest in 
the spiritual life and heritage of their forefathers! Oh Germany! Land of oaks 
and stupidity!” 

He, of course, was most interested in old High German poetry and was to 
put Benecke’s lectures to good use. He also, oddly enough, joined the Burschen- 
schafi — for, although he seems to have met some literati among Gottingen’s 
boisterous students, he was describing them to von Beughem on 9 November as 
dull, ‘watery prose writers’ and summing up the whole ‘Burschenschaft person- 
nel as ‘pomaded stallions in patent leather shoes.’ 

The fact is that in 1820 the Burschenschaft situation was highly confused in 
the immediate aftermath of the Karlsbad Decrees. Students entertaining the 
French libertarian ideas that animated Harry and his friends in the Bonn frater- 
nity shared with French-hating Teutomaniacs and Turnvater Jahn’s chauvinist 
‘gymnasts’ the dream of an undivided Germany, and all were precariously 
united in opposition to Metternich’s policies. In Hanover, dynastically united 
with Britain, the spirit of the common ‘great German fatherland’ ~ in the inter- 
ests of which the students had in 1818 broken up the different fraternities and 
formed the national Al/gemeine Burschenschaft Association — had not yet taken 
root. Géttingen’s students were still feudally organized in Landsmannschaften, 
and their rude old code and duelling spirit prevailed. It was only late in 1820 
that a Burschenschaft of the new, politically radical type was formed by students 
arrived from other parts of Germany. Whether Heine joined out of idealism, or 
to relieve the tedium, the latest studies show him to have been one of its first 
members.” 

The newcomers brought with them echoes of the two-year-long student agi- 
tation before the new national Association had managed to impose its views, 
years during which fraternities at several universities had taken to vilifying, and 
even boycotting each other. It was actually the stand Heine took on this issue 
that was to land him in trouble. 

It was the end of November, three weeks after he had declared to his ‘dear 
Fritz’ that he was determined to swot and ‘achieve something this winter’. 
Besides Benecke’s lectures and a course in logic, he enjoyed being introduced to 
the ‘consolations of history’ by Baron Georg Sartorius, a professor who invited 
him to his home some evenings, and whom he was to single out as an 
open-hearted man sensitive to ‘the joys and sorrows of all races, the cares of 
beggars and kings ... a bright star in these dark days.’ Otherwise Harry had 
finished the third act of A/mansor; sent off a slim parcel of poems to the pub- 
lisher Brockhaus; and spent a great deal of time in Gottingen’s magnificent 
library, where a quarter of a million volumes were ranged 12 rows high, reading 


185 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


Shakespeare and London’s literary Monthly Review, among other things. 
Strangely, or typically, his attendance record shows no lectures on law, and he 
seems to have cultivated his mind and his Muse rather than the corpus juris. 

During a lunch-time argument at the ‘English’ tavern, Heine was vehe- 
mently condemning mutual denunciations between fraternities, and declared 
that an incident at Heidelberg showed that such warfare was bound to degener- 
ate into one big, ill-famed ‘Schweinerei’. A certain Wilhelm Wiebel jumped to 
his feet and shouted that for anyone who had not been at Heidelberg to say so 
was in itself a ‘Schweinerei’. This, under the formal code of the Burschenschaf~ 
ten, was so grave an insult that the next day Heine — who had already duelled 
with sabres at Bonn — challenged Wiebel to a pistol duel. The time and place 
had been set by Wiebel’s second (Baron Ranzau) with Heine’s second (Vallen- 
der) when the pro-rector got wind of the affair. On 3 December both Heine and 
Wiebel were placed under Stubenarrest (confined to their rooms). Next, they 
were interrogated by the prorector, who ruled that Wiebel was to retract the 
offensive remark. But Heine insisted he should also state that he had uttered it 
‘in the heat of argument’. Wiebel agreed, but next day proclaimed loudly at 
table that, though he was being forced to retract, he had meant every cool word 
he had said. Thereupon a university court of 6, headed by the pro-rector and 
including one of the syndics, held 4 sessions on 4, 6, 7 and 8 December. 
According to the minutes of the proceedings,> Wiebel was caught lying on three 
points. 

He claimed that Heine had challenged him personally while they were still at 
the tavern, not to a pistol duel but to sabres, and denied that his second had 
fixed the time and venue. Under pressure, and after various confrontations, he 
admitted the truth of Heine’s version of events. Wiebel remained adamant, 
however, in his refusal to keep his promise to the pro-rector and declare in 
public that he had uttered the insult ‘in the heat of argument’. After more dis- 
cussion and persuasion he agreed to say so before the court. Heine declared 
himself satisfied, and the two were forbidden to duel on penalty of rustication. 

This, however, was not the end of the matter. In January the academic autho- 
rities met to consider a weighty point raised by Wiebel’s Landsmannschaft: had 
the duel which never took place been stopped by outside ‘intervention’ or a 
genuine ‘reconciliation’? Pistol duels having been forbidden by law, the univer- 
sity heads, unsure of their ground, sought the Hanover government’s advice. 
The matter had meanwhile become public, and after solemnly debating it for a 
while the trustees of Georgia Augusta University — on the government’s advice 
— adopted the harsher interpretation and ruled ‘intervention’. By their sentence 
of 27 January 1821, Wiebel was to be rusticated, not before spending a fortnight 
in the university prison, and Heine was sent down for 6 months. 
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“Where shail I go now?’ he wrote to his friend Steinmann on 4 February. He 
was penniless and waiting for money from home. He kept to his room ‘because 
only by pretending to be sick have I been allowed to remain a few days longer.’ 
Wiebel had got the severer punishment, but Heine feared his family’s reaction to 
the news of his expulsion, and a worse blow that had befallen him shortly before 
the New Year: the decision of the Burschenschaft to expel him from the society. 

He was accused of unchastity, but what had he committed? Rape? Orgies? 
Debauchery? No such accusation bothered the young man himself at the time. 
It was only in 1881, long after his death, that the literary historian Karl 
Goedeke launched the allegation that Harry’s ‘pretended? illness was not only 
real but venereal, a sexual affliction ‘proving that he had violated the Burschen- 
schaft’s vows of chastity.’ Goedeke’s claim, soon embroidered by a story that 
Heine had been caught at a prostitute’s ‘Knallhiitte’ outside Göttingen, has 
haunted the literature on Heine for almost a century. The mystery surrounding 
the unknown reason for his ouster from the Burschenschaft generated a number 
of wild theories, none of them substantiated. 

In 1972 Dr Eberhard Galley, the director of the Heine Institute in Diissel- 
dorf, uncovered a clue to the original sin for which the fraternity decreed 
Heine’s expulsion. On 29 September 1820, about the time he was arriving in 
Göttingen, the Burschenschaften, meeting at a secret national convention in 
Dresden, had adopted a charter stressing the ‘Christian-German’ character of 
the Association. The charter described Jews as people ‘who have no fatherland 
and can have no interest in ours’, and declared them to be inadmissible to its 
ranks unless they were ready to be integrated ‘in our Christian-German Volk’. 
Dr Galley, who noted that the then nascent Göttingen fraternity had sent an 
observer to Dresden who brought back the resolutions, was joined at the 1972 
International Heine Congress by Professor Pierre Grappin of Paris, who told a 
large gathering of scholars that these resolutions at last made clear the ‘actual 
reason’ behind the fraternity ouster.+ 

But Heine already had his answer — and a fatherland — at hand. His essay, 
‘Die Romantik’, published in August 1820 — some 6 weeks before the secret 
Dresden resolutions — had contained a passage comparing ‘the German word’ 
and language to ‘a liberty bell’ that no foreign despot could silence. Into it he 
had worked a remarkable statement: ‘And this word — “the German word” — is 
our highest possession... a fatherland even to him whom stupidity and malice 
deny a fatherland.’ 

They could ostracize him or expel him, but they could not silence his tongue 
nor take away his talent. The word, the German language, would be his refuge. 
‘Present circumstances’, he had written to the publisher Brockhaus, ‘force me 
to suppress any poem to which political meaning could be imputed,’ explaining 
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why he was offering only a slim collection of ‘mostly erotic’ verse (which Brock- 
haus rejected). But henceforth, as soon he had made a name for himself, the 
artistry of his language would turn his pen, his poet’s tool, into a sharp sword. 
From early youth he had immersed himself in German lore and folksong. It was 
the genuine folksong he had in mind when, in ‘Die Romantik’, he called for a 
return to the ‘honest’ German Muse. 

In a single phrase unrelated to the theme of that short article, he gave notice 
that he was a sovereign of the spirit, the proud possessor of an exalted realm, a 
sui generis fatherland knowing no frontiers and requiring no one else’s arrogant 
approval. That Heine should have served this notice so early in his life — long 
before his books would be banned in Germany — was another instance of his 
uncanny sense of the direction of events. 

The hep-hep riots in Hamburg had of course told Heine which way the wind 
was blowing before the Dresden Burschenschaft ever convened; and already at 
Bonn he had fought a duel over an anti-Semitic remark. There, however, he had 
moved among kindred spirits. Most of its fraternity was composed of Rhenish 
students belonging to the ‘progressive’, liberal wing of the Burschenschafien and 
he had been less exposed to the hate propaganda against anything and anyone 
‘foreign’ to their “Teutonist’ wing. At Göttingen he found that chauvinist line 
had been adopted as policy by the supposedly ‘democratic’ fraternities, too — 
his own liberal friends, as it were. 

‘They and no others’, in Grappin’s view, ‘declared the Jews to be fatherland- 
less’ and despicable and ‘chased Heine from their midst... His exclusion on the 
grounds of his Jewishness, even if camouflaged, must have been a very hard 
blow to Harry Heine.’> 

Years later, a more mature Heine, looking back on the Burschenshafi’s ‘com- 
mon struggle for German unity’, was to observe that its numerically stronger 
liberal wing lacked the semi-religious fanaticism of the ‘regenerated Teutonist’ 
minority, whose catchwords — ‘Fatherland’, ‘Germany’, ‘faith of our ancestors’ 
— were always sure to ‘electrify the masses’ more effectively than appeals to 
reason or cosmopolitan ideas of humanity, truth and reason. 

But at the beginning of 1821, the hurt of his expulsion from the fraternity 
went all the deeper as in his two ‘Deutschland’ poems he had made himself the 
spokesman of the high hopes and disillusion of Germany’s youth. He had felt 
like a German then. Now, at 23, he was an outcast, an expatriate in the land of 
his birth. To add to all his miseries, during his last week in Gottingen he 
received, together with the money enabling him to depart, the news that 
Amalie, his beloved ‘damosel’, had become engaged to another man. 

Rejected on all sides — it was enough to drive a young man to despair. Yet he 
kept his despondency to himself and most of his letter of 4 February to Stein- 
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mann dealt with literary matters. Three days later, having arranged and packed 
his papers, he turned his back on inhospitable Gottingen. 


Although he was not unhappy to leave the pompous little citadel of ‘Teuton stu- 
pidity’, there is no doubt that his humiliation at Géttingen enhanced Heine’s 
cynicism, his mockery and whole defensive-aggressive attitude towards life. 
Though Amalie was engaged to Jonathan Friedlander, a wealthy East Prussian 
landowner, it was straight to Hamburg, the ‘city of hucksters’, that Heine went 
from Gottingen. He expected the worst as far as his amatory feelings went, but 
he was forced to settle his future with Uncle Salomon. With him travelled his 
pen and his manuscripts, including the nearly final draft of Almansor. His play 
dealt with the forcible conversion to Christianity of the Moors in Spain, but into 
this social drama on the oppression of a minority in the name of Christian ‘love’ 
he had also poured the bitterness of his love for Amalie and ‘my paradoxes, my 
wisdom, my love, my hate and all my craziness.’ 

Just before he left, he realized with some horror that A/mansor was —as often 
happens with the most genuine outpourings — not quite the great tragedy that 
had swum before his eyes. Nonetheless, he was sure that because of its ‘topical’ 
subject, A/mansor would be seen as an allegory of Prussia’s treatment of the 
Jews and would make ‘a great stir’. It did. It was to be hissed and booed on its 
opening night, though not for the reasons he imagined. 

Amalie was now an elegant young lady — a smartly done-up ‘Sunday doll’, as 
Heine described her in March 1821 to his friend Straube; ‘the celestial maker 
who fashioned her surpassed himself’. A dazzling beauty with a glitter of dia- 
monds, she showed little sympathy for his feelings — of whose depth she may 
have been unaware — but her puzzling, ‘icy’ eyes continued both to lure him and 
to put him in his place. Four years earlier he had realized that she was beyond 
his reach — ‘I lost my queen on the first move.’ Yet, as he now confided to 
Straube, she remained his madness, the hard ‘rock on which my reason has 
foundered and to which, nevertheless, I cling... It is an old story.’ 

In February he spent only a fortnight in Hamburg before going on to Old- 
esloe. There he was upset to find his father in a pitiful state of melancholia. His 
mother suffered from migraine, and Harry himself was in an overwrought 
mood. It is a little-known fact that, although Gottingen University had rele- 
gated him for 6 months, a proviso in its archives — not included in the university 
court’s sentence — left open the possibility of readmitting him for the summer 
semester starting in April.° But his dismissal from the Burschenschaft made him 
feel that he had been placed outside the pale. It was from Oldesloe that he wrote 
Straube the incoherent letter about his midnight hallucinations under the 
window of his Dulcinea, the ‘Sunday doll’. 
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Straube was the editor of a literary journal, himself woefully lovestruck at 
the time, and thus a friend with whom Heine could share both his poetic inter- 
ests and his heart’s sorrows; but the letter also contained the famous passage in 
which Heine wondered, ‘How will the book of my life end? And did the divine 
author mean to write it as a tragedy or a comedy?’ He answered his own ques- 
tion: ‘Thank God, I also have something to say about that. On my will depends 
the denouement... What do I care whether the gallery whistles or applauds? Let 
the stalls, too, hiss, I laugh... And if the heart in the body is torn, pierced, stab- 
bed and cut, there still remains laughter loud and clear! Yes, if the gaping wide 
death wound in my heart could speak, it would speak: I laugh.’ 

After a depressing 10 days in Oldesloe, he went back to Hamburg to obtain 
from his uncle the means to continue his studies. Conscious of his fledgling 
power but still highly vulnerable, he was soon off towards sensational success as 
well as new challenges, returning to the war of Germany’s chauvinists. Crying, 
‘I was provoked to the battle,’ he would fight back in the manner of a solitary 
knight with ‘the German word’ and his lance-like wit for his chief weapons, and 
laughter the armour to hide his scars. 


Berlin University, where Heine arrived in mid-April 1821, impressed him as ‘a 
splendid edifice’, but in an expurgated section of the first of his ‘Letters from 
Berlin’ he was to write that most of the lecture rooms were gloomy. Some of the 
windows overlooked the Opera House across the square, and for students con- 
demned to listen to some boring afternoon lecture while their eyes kept wander- 
ing to the tantalizing spectacle of ‘smart coaches, military men and fleet-footed, 
sporting nymphs’ on their way to the opera, it was ‘like sitting on live coals.” 
The University had been founded as recently as 1810 by Wilhelm von Hum- 
boldt, who after Prussia’s debacle at Jena had told King Friedrich Wilhelm III 
that ‘the state must replace by intellectual force what it has lost in physical 
force.’ Besides reforming Prussia’s entire school system, Humboldt brought to 
Berlin some of Germany’s most illustrious minds — Fichte to teach philosophy, 
Schleiermacher to lecture on theology, Friedrich Karl von Savigny as professor 
of Roman Law, to mention but a few of the distinguished faculty. But if von 
Humboldt, the famous philologist and natural scientist — and brother of the 
even more famous Alexander — had created the brightest jewel in Prussia’s edu- 
cational crown, it was Hegel’s agreement in 1818 to leave Heidelberg and fill the 
chair of philosophy vacated by Fichte’s death which — in the resigned forecast 


of Heidelberg’s prorector, Kar] Daub — was to put ‘the crown’ itself on Berlin’s 


academic renown.® 


Hegel usually lectured at 4 or 5 o’clock in the afternoon. But on the stroke of 
6 he would no more than finish his sentence and hurry across the square to hear 
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the famous Spontini, Berlin’s ‘Royal Music Director’, conduct one of Gluck’s 
operas, or his own spectacular but shallow Italian-style Olympie, first performed 
shortly after Heine arrived at the University. Heine was to write feelingly about 
‘the poor student with sixteen pennies burning in his pocket’, envious of the 
people flocking to the Opera House. At the beginning of his stay in Berlin, his 
uncle indeed kept him short of funds, but music historians were to single out the 
young Heine, along with E.T.A. Hoffmann and 13-year-old Felix Mendelssohn, 
among the brilliant audience that within a month of Olympie attended the pre- 
miere of Weber’s Der Freischiitz. Heine was to write at some length about the 
‘battle’ that followed between the aristocratic devotees of Spontini and the bour- 
geois admirers of Weber’s first Romantic ‘German’ opera, pointing out that ‘this 
violent party strife’ was not ‘of a political nature between liberals and ultra- con- 
servatives, such as we see in other capitals. Such political strife cannot break to 
the surface here because of the mediating non-partisan Royal power,’ he wrote, 
but went on to compare the Spontini-Weber musical battle with that which had 
divided Paris between the followers of Gluck and those of Piccini towards the 
end of the ancien régime. It was Heine’s veiled way of suggesting that, with strict 
censorship prevailing in the Prussian capital, the live elephants produced by 
Spontini on stage, no less than the serious music-making that went on at the 
Singakademie under Mendelsssohn’s teacher Zelter, and the general public craze 
for ‘the opera, theatre, concerts, assemblees, balls, teas (both dansant and médis- 
ant), masquerades large and small’,? filled the vacuum created by the suppres- 
sion of all political and social issues. 

University lectures were in fact politically supervised and professors had to 
stick to their approved lecture plans. Books were confiscated. Wilhelm Tell and 
The Prince of Homburg could not be performed, and lending libraries were 
checked for ‘subversive’ material. Hegel may have been at the height of his 
fame in 1821 as ‘the living culmination of the revolution in thought initiated by 
Kant’,’° but not everyone in Berlin had welcomed his appointment. Daub of 
Heidelberg expected Hegel to clash ‘like a cuirassier armed to the teeth’ with 
the Reverend Schleiermacher, whom he compared to an ‘Uhlan on a nimble 
horse’. Indeed, Schleiermacher soon complained that Hegel was ridiculing 
Christian obedience by declaring ‘dogs to be the best Christians’; and Professor 
Savigny, an arch-conservative with high connections in government circles, 
criticized Hegel not only for his ‘arrogance’, but for ‘disseminating doubts on 
every subject in the world, leading his enthusiastic pupils to abandon all reli- 
gious ties.’ Savigny found Hegel’s ‘absolutely crooked, confused talk about 
non-scientific matters’ particularly objectionable in view of ‘the university’s 
rather difficult position vis-a-vis the government, on which there is only one 


voice among all the other professors." 
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Hegel, however, proved to be a very resourceful personality. In his opening 
lecture he had declared that ‘man cannot think highly enough of the power of 
the mind’ and that ‘the closed essence of the universe has no intrinsic power to 
resist man’s cognition, but must open up and reveal its riches and depths to 
him.’ Schleiermacher might privately fume at Hegel’s allegedly accusing him ‘of 
animal ignorance of God’, but Hegel continued to lecture to crowded halls, to 
take a lively interest in the opera and theatre, to applaud the various prima 
donnas appearing at the Schauspielhaus, and to express enthusiasm at the acting 
of Ludwig Devrient in the role of Tartuffe. Oddly dressed in a blue tailcoat and 
yellow trousers, Hegel would be seen in a carriage with Moritz Gottlieb von 
Saphir, publisher-editor of Berlin’s Theatre Almanac and its Fast Literary, 
Theatre and Social Mail (Berliner Schnellpost fiir Literatur, Theater und Gesellig- 
keit), for the latter of which he also wrote a regular theatre review. And while 
continuing to affirm his ‘faith in reason and truth’, Hegel managed both to 
remain Germany’s most prominent philosopher and to retain his government 
professorship. This was a remarkable achievement in the Prussia of his day, when 
the King alone ultimately decided what was truth and what could be published. 
For example, when the Véssische Zeitung reported a ‘double anniversary’ celebra- 
tion staged by Hegel’s admirers in honour of his 56th (and of Goethe’s coinci- 
dental 77th) birthday, a Royal order instructed the Ober-Zensur that reports of 
such ‘private festivities’ were henceforth to be kept out of the press. 

Hegel’s influence on Heine is one of the contentious questions that exercise 
scholars to this day. However, as Jeffrey Sammons has pointed out, ‘Heine’s life 
outside the university was fully as important as his academic experiences.’’? On 
7 May 1821, not long after his arrival in Berlin, Der Gesellschafter, a serious local 
magazine edited by EW. Gubitz, a professor at the Academy of Arts, began to 
publish Heine’s poems. By the beginning of July about a dozen of them had 
appeared, including the sonnets dedicated to Schlegel and Christian Sethe. At 
the same time a number of his essays appeared in another periodical, Der 
Zuschauer (‘The Spectator’), followed by his translation of the Spirit choruses 
in Byron’s Manfred. 

Remarkably, within a month or so of his arrival, Heine had been introduced 
to the salon of the famous Rahel Levin, now Rahel von Varnhagen, who once 
again presided over Berlin’s intellectual elite. Rahel’s husband had recom- 
mended him to Professor Gubitz, who later related how a pale, negligently 
dressed young Heine had approached him: “I am absolutely unknown to you,” 
he said, “but hope that you will make me known.” “Willingly,” I laughed, “if it 
is possible.” 

Gubitz asked him to polish some of his verses and emend a few passages that 
‘went too far for the censor’. He noted that Heine, although slightly peeved, 
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‘revised very skilfully’, and later Heine dubbed the professor’s editorial meti- 
culousness ‘gubitzing’. Gubitz also helped to smoothe relations between Heine 
and his millionaire uncle. Arranging with a banker of his acquaintance to meet 
Salomon Heine on his next visit to Berlin, Gubitz told the millionaire that poets 
were not always in touch with reality and that ‘such an uncle ought not to aban- 
don’ so talented a nephew. ‘I never intended to,’ Salomon Heine replied. ‘But 
he has to learn that a man must make proper use of his money, whatever his 
occupation.” He then turned to their host, the banker Leonard Liepke, and 
said: “The gentleman here says that a great genius is in danger of being stunted. 
I hope he is right about the genius. Please pay my nephew 200 Thaler now, and 
then 500 annually for three years. After that — we’ll see.’ 

In November 1821, Gubitz’s paper serialized a dozen scenes from Heine’s 
Almansor; and on 20 December the publisher and bookseller Friedrich Maurer — 
whose printing press produced Gubitz’s magazine — issued a slim volume of 
Poems by ‘H. Heine’. It included the early verses which had appeared in 
Hamburg under a pseudonym, the newer ones published in Berlin, and a trans- 
lation of Byron’s ‘Fare Thee Well’ and two songs from Childe Harold’s Pilgrim- 
age. A week after his 24th birthday, Heine found himself, like Byron, famous 
overnight. 

The analogy, which Heine (while stressing the affinity he felt for ‘my cousin 
Lord Byron’) had the good sense to dissociate himself from, was not entirely 
without foundation. Blond, pale, and now sporting an ivory-topped cane and 
elegant suit, he was in fact acclaimed as the ‘German Byron’ by Baroness Elise 
von Hohenhausen — Byron’s German translator and a distinguished literary 
hostess — at one of her Tuesday afternoon tea parties. 

After the final defeat of Napoleon, who died on St Helena in May 1821, Ber- 
lin was a bustling capital. It was, however, as Heine noted, a new capital, lacking 
character or tradition. In this stolid ‘Biedermeyer’ period there was a certain 
amount of social razzle-dazzle, but the various strata — ‘the court and the minis- 
ters, the diplomatic corps, civil servants, merchants, officers’ — each had their 
separate entertainments. Like guilds, Heine observed, they never mixed, and 
even ‘the noble class’ at its fetes ‘aspired to imitate court affairs or princely 
balls.’ 

Unlike those exclusivist, caste-like groups, the parties of the beautiful Elise 
von Hohenhausen — who was only 33 when Heine read some of his poems and 
fragments of his Ratcliff tragedy to her circle — included such figures as the 
elderly mathematician and Kantian philosopher Lazarus Bendavid mingling 
freely with the Romantic writer Adalbert von Chamisso, the publisher Eduard 
Hitzig, the poetess Helmine von Chezy, the rising painter Wilhelm Hensel, and 
other young artists and trend-setters. 
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Even more important to Heine’s future was the influence of Rahel von Varn- 
hagen. At her new salon in the Französische Strasse, Heine met Berlin’s most 
cultured and sophisticated society — Alexander von Humboldt, August von 
Schlegel (his teacher at Bonn) and Schlegel’s brother Friedrich; Ludwig Tieck, 
the Romantic poet, and Baron de la Motte-Fouqué; the Reverend Schleierma- 
cher; Henriette Herz and Dorothea Mendelssohn (now Schlegel) — two of the 
original trio of ‘clever Jewesses’ — and Pauline Wiesel, the mistress of that 
favourite of Rahel’s pre-war ‘garret’ soirées, Louis Ferdinand, ‘Prince of Prussia’ 
and nephew of Frederick the Great, who had fallen in the Battle of Jena. 

If at first Heine was shy and awkward in the company of these veteran, 
worldly-wise social figures, some of whom — like Humboldt, Friedrich von 
Schlegel and the younger Varnhagen — had attended the Congress of Vienna in 
various official capacities, Rahel gently put him at ease and taught him social 
graces almost without his noticing it. Elise von Hohenhausen sometimes 
brought her young friends to the Varnhagens, in whose circle Heine also met 
Dr Johann Koreff, physician, poet, diplomat, and Spontini’s librettist; Rahel’s 
brother, the poet and literary editor Ludwig Robert; Eduard Gans, Hegel’s 
foremost disciple, no older than Heine but already a university lecturer on his 
way to an early professorship and to becoming Hegel’s heir-presumptive; and 
occasionally Hegel himself, although not a habitué of Rahel’s salon, would put 
in an appearance. 

Rahel’s personal magnetism, the devotion and influence she brought to her 
self-chosen, successful task of publicly restoring the septuagenarian Goethe to 
his position as Germany’s greatest mind, have been ascribed by the Danish lit- 
erary historian Georg Brandes to her intuitive grasp of the mysterious Zeitgeist, 
which others were to take years to analyze. With her fine antennae, Rahel was 
quick to recognize the talent and originality of ‘our little Heine’ as well as some 
contrariety in his character. She called him ‘a ne’er-do-well favoured by the 
Graces’, praised him generously, but was not afraid to criticize immature, crude 
or over-sentimental elements in his poetry. ‘I’d let nothing slip by if I saw his 
manuscript before it went to the press,’ she was to write Gentz, the ‘Secretary 
of Europe’, with whom she continued to correspond in spite of his reactionary 
policies. She made Heine appreciate Goethe’s harmony, with one reservation: 
young Heine could not be deterred from feeling, and presently announcing, 
that Goethe’s Kunstperiode, with its aesthetic indifference to political and social 
issues, would soon have to yield its dominion to fresh minds animated by the 
‘new ideas of a new age’. 

The Varnhagen couple had a civilizing influence on Heine. No ordinary 
patrons, they were sincerely concerned for his literary development. To her 
husband, Rahel remarked: ‘Heine must become mesentlich’ (i.e., must go to the 
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essence of things). The husband helped to launch Heine by writing a favourable 
review of his little book of poems. 

In February 1822 his ‘Letters from Berlin’ began to appear in the ‘art and 
science’ section of the Rhenish-Westphalian Advertiser. Heine was now a regular 
visitor to the theatre and concerts, missed no opera premiere, whether Koreff’s 
Aucassin and Nicolette or Spontini’s new offering, Nurmahal or the Cashmere 
Rose Festival, and late at night he was to be seen hobnobbing at the Café Royal 
and other bohemian hangouts with members of yet a third circle — the actor 
Ludwig Devrient, E.T.A. Hoffmann, Dietrich Grabbe, the frustrated dramatist 
and ‘drunken Shakespeare’ (as Heine called him), and various actors, actresses 
and singers who dropped in after their performances. 

In July, the ‘Letters from Berlin’ were abruptly broken off, apparently for cen- 
sorship reasons. As they were written for a provincial audience and published 
anonymously, the fact that many readers identified Heine as the author testified 
to his early established personal style. The ‘Letters’ were remarkable for the 
lighthanded way in which the young writer, flitting ‘by the association of ideas’ 
from a masked ball at the Opera House to street scenes, from bemedalled high 
officials and military men to liveried servants, laundresses, coachmen, barbers 
and landladies, and back again to society gossip and the taste of truffles-and-ice- 
cream, conjured up a picture of socially sparkling, comically pompous, politically 
muzzled Berlin — in which even press criticism of Spontini’s music was prohib- 
ited by Royal order. The censors may have disliked his outrageous way of intro- 
ducing, in the midst of reporting on a grandiose Royal wedding, the scene of an 
angry musician suddenly muttering, ‘guillotines, lanterns... O Saint Marat! O 
Danton! Robespierre!...’ and by other allusions to forbidden themes. 

Most of August and September 1822 Heine spent in the Prussian part of 
Poland as the guest of a fellow-student, Count Eugen von Breza. On his return 
to Berlin he looked for new lodgings, fought a duel and was slightly injured, but 
wrote or revised more poems — 16 of which appeared during October in Gub- 
itz’s Gesellschafier and other journals — and began to write down his travel 
impressions. 

That winter he wrote a no longer extant opera libretto called The Batavians 
and, after successful discussions with the publisher Dummler, also polished the 
material for a new volume. The result was Tragedies, with a ‘Lyrical Inter- 
mezzo’, issued in April 1823. Inserted between the two tragedies, Almansor and 
Ratcliff, was the ‘Intermezzo’ of 66 poems dedicated to Rahel von Varnhagen, 
including many that — set to music and more than metaphorically borne ‘on 
wings of song’ — were to make him world-famous. 

With so much extracurricular activity, the question arises of his Berlin 
studies, and inevitably that of his relations with Hegel. Heine later claimed to 
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have been acquainted with Hegel — indeed, to have been initiated into the 
abstruse ‘scholastic secrets’ of German philosophy by Hegel himself, ‘my great 
teacher’. A famous passage in Heine’s Confessions reads: 


One beautiful starlight night, Hegel stood with me at an open 
window. I, being a young man of twenty-two, and having just eaten 
well and drunk coffee, naturally spoke with enthusiasm of the stars, 
and called them abodes of the blest. But the master muttered to 
himself: “The stars! Hm! hm! the stars are only a brilliant eruption 
on the firmament.’ ‘What!’ cried I; ‘then there is no blissful spot 
above, where virtue is rewarded after death?’ But he, glaring at me 
with his dim eyes, remarked, sneering: ‘So you want a tip because 
you have supported your sick mother and not poisoned your 
brother?’ 


Thus Heine supposedly learned that presiding over the heavens was no one but 
an old spinster, ‘Necessity’. But the Confessions were written late in his life, and 
as so often with Heine, the degree of veracity that may or may not be hidden in 
his allegories and metaphors is in dispute. A number of scholars doubt that he 
personally knew or even studied under Hegel, let alone that he understood 
what he called Hegel’s ‘spider’s web of dialectic’. 

These doubts apply even more strongly to other passages in the Confessions, 
in which he wrote that he ‘could easily prophesy what songs would one day be 
whistled and chirped in Germany’, for he had seen Hegel, ‘with his almost 
comically serious face, like a sitting hen brooding over the fatal eggs’, hatching 
‘the birds that later gave tone to the new school of songs.’ And then the climax 
of his intimacy with Hegel: 


I stood behind the maestro when he composed [this music] in his 
obscure symbols and flourishes, so that only the initiated should be 
able to decipher it — I could sometimes see him looking anxiously 
about, for fear that he might be understood. He liked me very much, 
being sure that I would not betray him; I even thought him very 
servile at the time. When I once questioned his phrase: ‘All that 
exists is rational,’ he observed with a strange smile that it could also 
be construed ‘All that is rational must be.’ 


Heine was here referring, though in somewhat distorted form, to Hegel’s orac- 
ular dictum, ‘What is rational is actual and what is actual is rational.’ This fam- 
ous formula was first thought by everyone, including Heine, to express Hegel’s 
servile acquiescence in Prussia’s reactionary status quo, until its potential as a 
formula for revolution — when turned round, in the manner suggested by 
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Heine, to read ‘What is rational shall be’ — was realized. But the scene of Heine 
looking over Hegel’s shoulder and ‘the maestro’ decoding his cryptic sentence 
for him, was not included in the Confessions. It was published only after Heine’s 
death and is considered by many to be merely a ‘significant’ but dubious anec- 
dote. 

Heine wrote that scene at the beginning of 1844, 20 years after his Berlin 
studies. During the intervening years he not only realized that the political 
implications of German philosophy were apt to breed revolution, but in an 
article published in mid-June 1843 — before he had ever met Karl Marx — he 
revised his opinion about Hegel’s servility, suggesting that ‘the great man’ 
had simply camouflaged his ‘most liberal’ philosophy, enciphering it, as it were, 
in conservative-sounding cryptograms to protect it from being nipped in the 
bud by the government or the Church. Recalling this transitional period before 
Marx turned Hegel ‘upside down’ and produced his materialist dialectic of 
history, Engels wrote: ‘What neither the government nor the liberals realized 
was foreseen as early as 1833 by at least one man, and his name was Heinrich 
Heine.’ 

Taking up this thesis in our own times, Georg Lukacz, the Marxist philoso- 
pher and literary historian, declared in a lengthy essay on Heine that Hegel’s 
influence on him was ‘the strongest’ of all, to the point where it ‘determined’ 
Heine’s ‘entire conception of history’ as well as his ‘entire theory of art." 

On 1 December 1823, while Heine was staying with his parents at Lüneburg, 
he asked his friend Moser to obtain his ex-matriculation papers from Berlin 
University. He named three professors whose attendance certificates Moser was 
to get, ‘one certificate from Hegel (!!!), one from Hasse and another from 
Schmalz.’ Heine put in the three exclamation marks because Moser — a bank 
clerk, but otherwise a highly educated ‘Privatgelehrter’ — was so ardent a ‘Heg- 
elian’ that Heine had humorously written him of ‘a most terrible nightmare’ 
which dissolved only when ‘you suddenly materialized and you comforted me 
by saying not to fear because I was only an Idea, to prove which you reached for 
Hegel’s Logic.’ 

The ‘Idea’ (Idee in German) was a Hegelian concept, subsuming the con- 
stant dynamic movement of the Spirit or the Absolute in history towards its 
ultimate fulfilment. Hegel spoke of the /dee in his lectures on logic, and again in 
his course on ‘The Philosophy of World History’ delivered in the 1822-23 
winter semester — lectures which Heine definitely attended. 

In 1823 Heine described Hegel as ‘the profoundest of German philosophers’. 
But he gave Hegel’s /dee an interpretation of his own. He saw in it a revolution- 
ary principle, for the movement of history meant change, away from censor- 
ship, oppression, ‘stagnation, lethargy and yawning’,'5 and when, in 1825, he 
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described to Moser his disappointing visit to Goethe in Weimar, he affirmed his 
adherence to the /dee from an aesthetic viewpoint too. Characterizing Goethe as 
an epicurean who sometimes played with but never really understood the Jdee, 
he wrote: ‘I, on the other hand, am a born enthusiast... ready to sacrifice my life 
for the sake of the /dee.’ He clarified what he meant when he alluded to the end 
of Goethe’s Kunstperiode of uncommitted art: 


Present-day art is condemned to die because it is rooted in the dec- 
repit old regime of the Holy Roman Empire of the past. Like all the 
wilted remnants of that past it represents a stark contradiction to the 
present. It is this contradiction, and not the flux of time [Zeitbewe- 
gung], that is injurious to art; on the contrary, the flux of time ought 
to favour it, as once in Athens and Florence art flourished most 


splendidly in the midst of wars and violent party strife. 


Of course, he went on with a stab at Goethe, ‘those Greek and Florentine artists 
did not lock themselves up with their idly poeticizing souls in egoistic isolation, 
hermetically shutting out the great pains and joys of their time; on the contrary, 
their works were the dreaming mirror reflection of their age, and they themselves 
were whole men... they did not divorce their art from the politics of the day." 

This was Heine writing in 1828. Although he was later to rank Goethe with 
Napoleon among the rare ‘archetypal intellects’ capable of intuitively ‘cajoling’ 
the spirit of their age into an emancipatory direction, he felt strongly that the 
new age required a new art form. We know that Heine was eventually to find it 
both in poetry and in prose, but in 1820s Berlin he was torn between contradic- 
tory pulls and undecided about which mode best suited his personal need for 
realism and involvement. 

His inner struggle reflected what had become one of the great literary-philo- 
sophical issues in Germany in the last phase of Romanticism — the question 
whether subjective poetry sprung from the artist’s imagination could prop- 
erly deal with the problems of the post-Napoleonic world. At the sound of 
Napoleon’s guns even Schlegel, the high priest of Romanticism, had privately 
wondered for a moment whether ‘dreamy’ poetry ought not to yield its place to 
‘elocution’; and Hegel, in his lectures on Aesthetics — begun in Heidelberg and 
continued in Berlin during the 1820s — deprecated the ability of contemporary 
poetry and, to a lesser degree, prose to encompass the complex reality and con- 
tradictory truths of the modern world in the manner in which Homer and the 
ancient Greeks had fused beauty, truth, sensuous nature and reflective reason. 

Heine, however, determined as he was already in 1822 to fight with his pen 
‘against inveterate injustice, the dominant foolishness, and evil’,'? read into this 
a challenging call — corresponding to his own search — for a new relevant art 
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form; and when he came to formulate it in the passage on the end of Goethe’s 
Kunstperiode he did so in terms consonant both with Hegel’s method and with 
his theory of the movement of history (‘the flux of time’). The passage has been 
cited by Nigel Reeves as ‘an example [of] how Heine pushes Hegel’s thought in 
a new direction, a Left Hegelian direction.” 


Heine had made a name for himself, but fame did not bring him happiness. The 
reasons were many and complex. But their gist was that between 1822 and 1825 
the writer of bitter-sweet songs felt unbearably ‘provoked’ and assaulted from 
all sides; and the result — given Heine’s temperament and sensibility — was to 
cast him while still young into the mould of the mocking, cynical poet-rebel 
and embattled political writer that was to become his persona and his hallmark. 

Fame meant exposure, and Heine soon felt the envy aroused by an original 
talent. His friend Grabbe asked Heine to help him place one of his wild dramas. 
Heine argued with the publisher Gubitz that in spite of his coarseness Grabbe 
was not a madman, but a genius. Failing to convince Gubitz, he showed the 
manuscript to Rahel von Varnhagen, who promptly returned it with the remark 
that she could ‘get no sleep while that thing is in the house’. Grabbe repaid 
Harry’s efforts by publicly insulting him in a café. Bawling that Heine’s success 
was a flash in the pan, and that ‘the Christian Muse’ had left him because ‘our 
little friend has never known how to satisfy a woman’, he threw Harry out of 
the door. Heine knew that Grabbe was a poor gaoler’s son from Diisseldorf, and 
understanding his friend’s frustration and jealousy, he let the incident pass. 

For once justifying J.B. Rousseau’s recollection that he was at heart ‘a most 
loyal and good-natured fellow’, he bore his assailant no rancour. In sober mom- 
ents Grabbe continued to show respect for Heine’s talent, but more than a dec- 
ade later still boasted of having ‘thrown him down the stairs’. In his Memoirs 
Heine exonerated Grabbe’s mother of the charge that she was responsible for 
her son’s alcoholism and wrote in a moving epitaph that Grabbe had drunk 
himself to death because of the misery of his existence.'? 

But Heine was dismayed by the hypocrisy of some of his suaver friends. In 
June 1822 he was appalled when an anonymous reviewer who had ridiculed 
both his Poems and his first ‘Letter from Berlin’ in the capital’s Conversazions- 
blatt turned out to be one of his coffee-house companions, the poet Karl Kochy. 
Then he found to his annoyance that his essay ‘On Poland’ had been ‘gubitzed’ 
by his editor and publisher, who had deleted passages and substituted his own 
‘surrogate’ jokes; and the censors had further tampered with the text. To make 
matters worse, some of the things Heine had written about the Poles infuriated 
the German barons and landowners living in Prussia’s eastern province, with 
the result that the local newspapers had heaped abuse on his essay. 
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Whereas Heine welcomed (or so he claimed) informed and reasoned criti- 
cism, he was disgusted by self-interested or simply malicious pen-pushers pos- 
ing as literary critics. Hungry for recognition at the start of his career, he had 
been ‘nearly moved to tears’ in May 1822 when the playright Karl Immermann 
published a sensitive review of the Poems. Immermann lived in Magdeburg, 
and when Heine learned that he was looking for a publisher he enlisted Varn- 
hagen to recommend him to Brockhaus. At the same time he warned Immer- 
mann that, even if successful, a new writer’s path was not strewn with roses: 
‘After the publisher’s scorn and the spitting-in-the-face comes the tea-party 
scourging, the thorn-crowning of stupidly clever praise, the literary-magazine 
crucifixion between two critical thieves — it would be unbearable if one didn’t 
think of the final ascension!’?° 

But behind these inevitable vexations lay something else, something that, as 
early as April 1822, had caused Heine’s vehement outburst to Christian Sethe, 
his oldest and best friend: ‘I shall always love you,’ he wrote, ‘it’s something that 
doesn’t depend on me... But friends we can no longer be.’ And: ‘Tell Klein, and 
let Klein tell his brother and the whole clique, and may the latter tell Berlin and 
let Berlin tell the whole of Germany.’ 

Tell them what? ‘I would never have believed that these beasts whom one 
calls Germans could be so stupid a race and so malicious at the same time.’ 
What had happened was that Klein and a number of Heine’s Bonn fellow-stu- 
dents, now studying in Berlin and named in the letter, had heard from those in 
Göttingen and were spreading the nastiest tales about his ouster from Georgia 
Augusta University and the Burschenschaft. ‘Everywhere I hear my name whis- 
pered,” he wrote, ‘followed by mocking laughter... This miserable gang has been 
doing its best to poison the air of Berlin for me.’ 

Heine had apparently tried to join Berlin’s student fraternity, but by 1822, as 
Eberhard Galley has pointed out,?! the Burschenschafi no longer accepted Jews. 
Gottingen had ejected Heine, and this new rebuff — aggravated by Sethe’s 
quietly acquiescing in it and failing to defend him against the malign gossip — 
caused Heine to explode: ‘I detest everything German. Everything German 
makes me want to vomit, the German language splits my ears, my own poems 
disgust me when I see they are written in German.’ 

It was the beginning of Heine’s love-hate relationship with Germany. He 
could no more help writing in German (even in Paris) than he could help loving 
Sethe, with whom — after Sethe left Berlin — he resumed correspondence within 
less than a year of the dramatic rupture. He might have overcome the hurt of 
his ‘expatriation’ by the Burschenschafi if the students had not displayed their 
Jew-hatred, as the historian Treitschke was to write, ‘with a ferocity which 
strongly recalled the times of the Crusaders.’ For the rest, with Hardenberg’s 
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approaching death in 1822, Prussian policy took a more pronounced reac- 
tionary turn and between then and 1824 everything conspired to remind Heine 
that he was not a German. 

Six weeks before he wrote his violent letter to Sethe, a ‘Society for the Con- 
version of Jews’ was founded in Berlin; and in the interval it took Heine to 
attend an Opera masquerade and several concerts at the Schauspielhaus, he 
learned that members of the Polish student fraternity had been arrested and his 
friend Breza — who was later his host in Poland — had been expelled from 
Berlin. Grabbe called Heine an impotent little Jew, but even before that an 
anti-Semitic student insulted him. As in Bonn, Heine challenged the offender 
to a duel, this time with mallets, and sustained a slight leg injury. Next, a 
love-tryst he had with a young baroness among the trees of the Tiergarten 
ended in his discomfiture when, between kisses, she unsuspectingly began to 
make anti-Jewish remarks. Heine was to sublimate the Tiergarten contretemps 
by transferring the scene to Spain in his ballad ‘Donna Clara’, in which she 
keeps spouting curses on the Jews while swearing love to a handsome knight, 
only to learn when they part that he is ‘the son of the distinguished and learned 
Rabbi Israel of Saragossa’.?” 

Duelling and literary sarcasm, however, were of no avail against two shocks 
Heine suffered in 1822. In his letter to Sethe, he had affirmed his devotion to 
the French Revolution and human rights, but also to Lessing, Herder, Schiller. 
Herder with his love of folk-songs struck a chord of affinity in him; Lessing 
fortified his own humanism, Schiller his love of liberty. But along with these 
German classics, Heine had also been reading the violent anti-Semitic diatribes 
of Berlin University’s historian Christian Rths and of the philosopher Jakob 
Fries. He had heard of Riths and Fries, for their books and pamphlets, marking 
the wave of xenophobia which swept Germany after Napoleon’s final defeat, 
were popular among the students. 

From an impulse to go to the source of the students’ hostility towards him, 
Heine read Fries’s professorial arguments why the Jews, no less than the 
French, were responsible for Germany’s sufferings under Napoleon and why 
‘the whole lot’ should be either deported or exterminated mit Stumpf und Stiel — 
root and branch. 

Riihs, who professed to have started out as a tolerant humanitarian, was more 
moderate. His view was that, since it would be cruel to expel the Jews whole- 
sale, it was necessary to render them harmless by imposing a ceiling on their 
birthrate, reinstituting the compulsory yellow badge of the Middle Ages and 
otherwise excluding them from society.73 

As it happened, on 18 August 1822, while Heine was in Poland, King Fried- 
rich Wilhelm III issued a cabinet order which — repealing paragraph 8 of his 
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own Emancipation Decree of 1812 ~ excluded Jews from academic posts, the 
magistrature or the practice of law and a number of other professions. The 
measure, which was actually illegal,”+ represented open pressure on the Jews to 
convert. On his return to Berlin, Heine began to attend meetings of a Society 
for the Culture and Science of the Jews. This organ, originally founded in 1819, 
had been reactivated by Eduard Gans and a number of intellectuals for the 
declared purpose of freeing the Jews from the constraints of ‘medieval rabbin- 
ism’ and ending their alienation from European culture. The Society had an 
educational programme, but Gans objected to having ‘religion’ included as one 
of the subjects. 

‘On God, immortality, etc., philosophy gives us sufficient information’, he 
declared, ‘and by its light everyone can form his own subjective religion.’ A 
minority of the Society’s members, who were never more than 50 all told, dis- 
agreed with this but there was general consent that Judaism was to be placed 
‘on the scientific plane on which European life is lived’; and that the Jews were 
to be integrated in modern society, while maintaining their identity. It was in 
three lectures to this circle that Gans — elaborating on Hegel and drawing an 
impressive picture of Europe as the final result of ‘reason and the Spirit work- 
ing in world history for four thousand years’ since monotheism — developed the 
approach that Heine adopted in his report on Poland. Gans, however, was 
speaking of the Jews, expressing the view that their early contribution to civi- 

/ lization not only lived on in history, but that now, after centuries of being 
F confined to commerce, they had the chance to contribute in other capacities 
to Europe’s history and to enrich it without losing their own ‘substance’. He 
believed that ‘Integration does not mean dissolution.” Hence, by transposi- 
tion, Heine’s observation that the Poles need not fear extinction, his stress on 
their youth’s appreciating Hegel’s greatness and the importance of ‘science’, 
and other remarks that brought down on his head all the savage attacks by the 
German newspapers of Posen. 

The King’s cabinet order regarding the Jews showed that Gans’s and the 
Society’s idea of a world based on reason, science and philosophy was a case of 
wishful thinking. It was a particularly severe blow to Heine’s self-esteem, he 
who had already announced himself as Schlegel’s ‘heir’ and secretly hoped to 
be ranked one day with no one less than Goethe, to be placed into a special cate- 
gory and to have his right to call himself a German poet denied. 

‘Ill, isolated, and surrounded by hostility, incapable of enjoying life, such is 
my existence here,” he wrote on 21 January 1823, adding in another letter at the 
beginning of February that he was ill-humoured and ‘living in inner discord, 
error and struggle.’ For the King’s order confronted him with a double dilem- 
ma between his Deutschtum (Germanness) and his Jewishness, and between the 
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hatred of ‘everything German’ he had angrily expressed to Sethe and the deep 
attachment to Germany that two years later was to make him declare that he was 
himself ‘one of the most German beasts in existence... I love everything Ger- 
man more than anything else in the world. My breast is an archive of German 
feelings just as my two books are an archive of German songs.’*7 

From his years spent in Hamburg in late adolescence, Heine had come away 
with a lasting impression of that city’s anti-Semitism, but he had also mocked 
Hamburg’s bourgeois Jews who, in their attempt to melt into the environment, 
had ‘reformed’ ancient synagogue rituals to make them resemble Protestant 
church ceremonial. ‘They make a prayer-shawl out of the wool of the lamb of 
God, a vest out of the feathers of the Holy Ghost, and underpants out of 
Christian love,’ he wrote in April 1823. He raged against Christianity for 
oppressing the Jews for 1,800 years, and declared that it was going bankrupt in 
Europe and doomed to disappear (except perhaps in Africa and Asia) within ‘a 
few centuries’, along with the Jewish ‘Reform faction’.?8 

As for his own attachment to Judaism, he wrote to his brother-in-law in May 
that it was ‘rooted merely in a deep antipathy to Christianity. I who detest all pos- 
itive religions may even one day adopt the most extreme rabbinism as the most 
effective antidote’; and a few months later he again suggested that if he clung to 
his Judaism it was chiefly out of ‘tender emotions, obstinacy, and to maintain an 
antidote.’?9 

Things, however, were more grievously complex, and Heine’s frequent, 
sometimes inconsistent utterances on the subject during this and the next year 
show him to be desperately struggling and thrashing about in all directions, 
impaled on the horns of an identity problem, in which all the choices were 
equally abhorrent to him. 

Three times in April and May 1823, even as the poems of the ‘Lyrical Inter- 
mezzo’ appeared in print and were about to make his name a household word in 
Germany, he announced his intention to move to France. First he thought he 
would do so ‘after the conclusion of my studies’, but two days later he wrote: 
‘This autumn I shall be in Paris. I shall continue to study for some time, and 
then take up a diplomatic career.’ A couple of weeks later he declared that he 
would ‘spend many years in Paris’, and besides studying, he was going to work 
‘actively for the spread of German literature’.3° 

On 19 May, he left Berlin on an extended visit to his parents in melancholy 
Liineburg. Although plagued by nervous headaches of which he had been com- 
plaining for some time, he wrote some of the famous poems of the Heimkehr 
(Homecoming) cycle. But his personal as well as the general situation of the 
Jews gave him no rest, and on 18 June he poured out his feelings to his friend 


Moser in Berlin: 
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Has the Old Baron of Sinai and Sole Ruler of Judea become enlight- 
ened, abjured His nationality, given up His claims and abandoned his 
adherents in favour of a few cosmopolitan ideas? I fear the Old Gen- 
tleman has lost his head and the little Jew of Amsterdam [Spinoza] 
has every right to whisper in his ear: entre nous, Monsieur, vous 


nm existez pas. But what about us? Do we exist? 


For Heine had come to realize that the elitist attempt by Moser, Gans and the 
handful of highbrow intellectuals of the Jewish Society to solve the problem of 
the Jews through philosophy was a hopeless undertaking. In his report on 
Poland he had written with mixed cultural shock and admiration of the mass of 
ragged eastern Jews who lived there in filth and poverty, fulfilling the functions 
of a ‘third estate between the peasant and the nobility’ whose chateaux he had 
visited in Breza’s company. Impressed by the way they always ‘pored over their 
Hebrew books of learning’ and by the steadfastness and fortitude with which 
they upheld their ancient values, he had concluded that in spite of their ‘bar- 
barous’ appearance these Polish Jews were more ‘homogeneous’ in character, 
more authentic and ‘whole’ than some of Berlin’s sophisticated but spineless 
Jews who flirted with Christianity out of weakness and sheer convenience. 

One of the most distinguished members of the Society was David Friedlaen- 
der. Heine respected this wealthy, cultured man who had known Moses Men- 
delssohn. But he could not forget Friedlaender’s fatuous proposal that the Jews 
accept ‘dry baptism’, and privately he wrote that Friedlaender’s assimilationist 
faction — no longer having ‘the strength to wear a beard, to fast, to hate and to 
endure’3' — covered up their impotence by glorifying rationalism, while Israel 
was ‘bleeding to death’. In a letter to Moser on 25 October 1824, he asked, ‘Will 
God be strong in the weak?” 

In his Polish essay, Heine had taken public issue with Freidlaender, writing 
that he had no good idea of ‘the merits and moral importance of the rabbis’. 
But this only complicated his own dilemma in the summer of 1823 — for while 
he criticized the westernized ‘reformers’ he was himself far from being an 
orthodox Jew, nor one who lived in a Polish ghetto. 

At Liineburg he felt a sudden urge, as he informed Moser in his letter of 18 
June, ‘to write an essay on “the Great Jewish Sorrow (as Borne calls it)” for the 
Society’s journal, and between reading Gibbon’s Decline and Fall and Montes- 
quieu’s L'Esprit des lois, he began a serious study of Judaism. In the French 
original of Jacques Basnage’s 5-volume History and Religion of the Jews from the 
Time of Jesus Christ to the Present — a work published in Rotterdam in 1706-11 
by a Huguenot priest who made an honest attempt to free himself of theologi- 
cal prejudice and be scholarly and impartial — Heine for the first time came 
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across a detailed compendium of the long martyrdom epitomized in ‘the Great 
Jewish Sorrow’. What he learned from Basnage and other sources filled him 
with anger at God, but also with awe at the ‘miracle’ of the Jews’ survival 
through all disasters. But with their future looking bleak, he turned to the past 
and was to evoke their destiny in a colourful 15th-century setting in his 
unfinished novel The Rabbi of Bacherach. 

On 6 July he left Liineburg, not for Paris, but to discuss his future with Salo- 
mon Heine in Hamburg. His uncle was about to leave on a journey, and Heine 
was left for 3 weeks in the hated city. He had ostensibly overcome his jilting by 
Amalie, and had since referred to her as ‘a feminine shadow who now lives only 
in my poems.’ But now the trauma was revived. ‘The old passion breaks out 
again in me,” he wrote to Moser on 11 July. And as though to bedevil the situa- 
tion, Amalie’s younger sister, Therese, bore an uncanny likeness to her. ‘The 
little one resembles the beloved, especially when she laughs,’ he was to write in a 
poem. ‘She has the same eyes that made me so miserable.’ Whether, as has been 
surmised, Heine was ‘bewitched’ by her fortune, or really had a fancy for her, he 
realized with perfect self-perception that this was ‘new folly grafted on old’. 

Heine was determined to free himself ‘as soon as possible’ of his dependence 
on his uncle. By 1823 he had made quite a name for himself. No reviewer treated 
him with indifference, and some important journals had variously praised his 
‘originality’, his ‘powers of observation’ and his ‘sharp style’. His tragedy Alman- 
sor had recently been accepted for performance in Braunschweig. Heine had 
seen to it that reports of all this should reach his uncle’s ears, in the hope of 
convincing him that he had prospects of a literary career. But everything had 
gone wrong. ‘I should never have come to Hamburg. I am in the toils of an evil 
genius,’ he wrote to Moser on 11 July, alluding to the effect on him of Therese, 
a nymph of gentler temperament than her cool sister. Angry with himself and 
the world, disliking Hamburg’s burghers, Christians and Jews with equal inten- 
sity, Heine was so irritable that he quarreled with everyone — including the 
innocent Varnhagen who was on a visit to the city — before he left Hamburg 
temporarily to cure his headaches at a seaside resort near Cuxhaven. 

There, even as he was collecting the impressions that were to go into The 
North Sea, the poet who that autumn was to write the immortal ‘Loreley’ 
opened his heart just enough to give an inkling of the traumatic issue that had 
been exacerbating his sundry vexations for more than a year: ‘If I were a 
German — and I am not a German, see Riihs and Fries passim’, he informed 
Moser, then he would have to go into long narrations of ‘great emotional’ 
turmoil. Writing from the seaside on 23 August, he declared himself, once again, 
‘the born enemy of all dogmatic religions.’ But he would champion the rights of 
the Jews and their civic equality ‘and in bad times, which are inevitable, the 
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Germanic mob will hear my voice resounding in German beer-halls and palaces.’ 
As for his plans, he did not know where he would spend the winter. Though fed 
up with living on the moods and ‘munificence’ of his uncle, he was still depen- 
dent on him for the moment and would have to go back to Hamburg to see him. 
‘I am a man who does not know today what he will live on the day after tomor- 
row.’ 

Even as he wrote, his expectations of the theatrical version of A/manser had 
suffered shipwreck. As early as 1820 he had worked into this tragedy on the 
destruction of the 15th-century Moorish kingdom in Spain the crux of the 
problem that preoccupied him now. A/mansor, which had its premiere on 20 
August, showed the ruthless conquest of Granada by its Christian neighbours, 
but also satirized those of the Moors who crawled to the cross like some of Ber- 
lin’s unheroic Jews and professed a new faith with the ease of people changing 
into new fashionable clothes. The Braunschweig theatre director, E.A. Klinge- 
mann — who was later to stage the first performance of Goethe’s Faust — thought 
that A/mansor, though no masterpiece, showed sparks of ‘genius’. Heine secret- 
ly hoped that the King’s Kabinetsordre, openly sanctioning discrimination of 
the unbaptized, might heighten ‘topical’ interest in his Spanish allegory. But 
rumours that the play attacked Christianity itself — which Heine vainly pro- 
tested as a misrepresentation — led to the first performance’s being stopped in a 
hissing uproar. ‘A few rowdy idiots last night drummed A/mansor off the stage,’ 
the embarrassed Klingemann wrote to a fellow theatre director in Hamburg.3? 
But other performances elsewhere did not fare better. 

The denouement of Heine’s personal affairs followed quickly upon this 
fiasco. In Hamburg, Uncle Salomon was not overjoyed to see his nephew 
becoming a troublemaker. For the rest, Salomon — who ‘owns millions’, Harry 
complained, ‘but is pernickety about every penny’ — erroneously thought that 
Harry had overdrawn his allowance. Once this was cleared up, Uncle Salomon 
graciously entertained Harry at his castle and praised him to everyone. But he 
would not hear of his going to Paris, insisting that Harry continue his studies 
and obtain his law degree within a year. Used to getting his way with people, the 
banker in fact made this a condition for granting him roo louis d’or for the year 
1824. But how was Harry to make a career in a profession from which Jews had 
been excluded? 

‘Baptism’, Harry reported to Moser on 27 September — a fortnight after his 
return from Hamburg to Liineburg — ‘came up for discussion. No one in my 
family is against it, but I am. And it is a very headstrong I.’ He went on to say 
that he was ‘indifferent’ to the act of baptism,%3 adding that its only effect on 
him would be to make him devote himself ‘all the more staunchly to the defence 
of the rights of my unfortunate co-religionists. Nevertheless, I find it beneath 
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my dignity and honour to be baptized in order to obtain employment in Prussia 
—in this dear Prussia!!! 

Defeated by his uncle’s ultimatum regarding his financial support, Heine 
found himself in an impasse. ‘I am at a loss to know what to do,’ he wrote to 
Moser in the same letter. ‘My vexation will in the end drive me to embrace 
Catholicism and hang myself. But enough of this fatal theme... we live in sad 
times; villains are becoming the elite and the elite must become villains.’ 

Whether Harry Heine was morbidly sensitive or a young man who felt intoler- 
ably provoked to battle, his expulsion from the Burschenschaften, combined with 
the hate propaganda conducted by professors Rühs and Fries and capped by the 
Kabinetsordre which turned him into a second-class citizen in the Germany of his 
birth, had a cumulative effect on him. This, added to the strain of holding his 
own in an unequal contest with his uncle, unable either to flatter the nabob on 
whom he depended for his bread or to cut loose from him, turned him into the 
mocking cynic and rebel against society that was to become his persona. 

His early inclination to anticipate disaster became more pronounced even as 
his fame spread. When de la Motte-Fouqué in 1823 praised him in verse, Harry 
reacted by saying: ‘He will be sorry for having written these verses the day he 
sees my genealogical tree’; and a favourable review drew his comment that it 
would be ‘contrary both to custom and to human nature’ if those who now 
cheered him ‘to the skies’ would not one day drag him ‘through the mud’. 

Yet in all the turmoil and exasperation of this period Heine had several assets 
on his side. He was confident of his talent, and like ‘the coachman Pattensen’ — 
in The Book of Legrand — ‘who knows how to find his way at night or in fog across 
the broad Liineburg Heath’ — he knew his vocation and his path, except that the 
coachman of the story was an uncomplicated character, and Heine would have to 
find his way through a maze of contradictions. But it was in his nature that the 
more obstacles, opposition and resistance he met, the more defiant and con- 
temptuous he became. ‘Ill, sour, sulky and unbearable’, as he described himself 
in 1823, feeling like an outcast, with hardly an ally and few friends among either 
Germans or Jews, he became the ‘wounded knight’ some time during this period 
— possibly as early as the 1822 declaration to Sethe, ‘I detest everything Ger- 
man.’ He was highly vulnerable, but with his fine antennae, his lance-like wit 
and lucid perceptions, his unsettling effrontery and elegant feints, he would 
sometimes appear to be an army complete unto himself, moving with flying 
banners all over the field to flay, mock and savage his enemies. In the summer of 
1820 he had declared ‘the German word’ to be his fatherland. It became his 
realm, his sceptre and his greatest ‘good’ and asset. His way with language, 
thoughts, images and emotions was stunning, original, often disarming; com- 
bined with his biting wit it would make a formidable weapon. 
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He spent the remaining months of 1823 at Lüneburg, ‘the residence of bore- 
dom’, trying to catch up on his neglected law studies. To lighten this exercise, 
and to please Rahel Varnhagen, he read most of Goethe’s works. ‘Muzzling’ his 
own literary urge as much as he could, but angry at Uncle Salomon, he began to 
make the first notes for his Memoirs — most of which were unfortunately to be 
suppressed during his ‘inheritance war’ with the banker’s son — and also wrote 
more of the poems of the Homecoming cycle. More mature than the ‘Lyrical 
Intermezzo’ which had brought him acclaim as the ‘poet of the bleeding heart’, 
the 88 poems of this cycle, including the famous ‘Du bist wie eine Blume’, were to 
consolidate his fame. 

His main distraction during the altogether 8 months he spent in Liineburg 
may have been to lament his intimate troubles to Moser, to keep in touch with a 
number of friends and acquaintances or to turn for comfort to the Varnhagens 
— ‘I have met with so little true kindness in my life and have already become the 
subject of so much mystification,’ he had written to them in June, thanking them 
for standing by him in his moody hours. But now he seemed bereft of illusions, 
bent on a realistic course and set on obtaining his doctor’s degree in law. 

He had no alternative to setting out again for Göttingen, which had thrown 
him out three years before. But during this interval he had become so well- 
known that even the buxom waitress at one of the beer gardens came over to his 
table and, offering him her cheek, said: ‘Sir, I have seen your poems. How beau- 
tiful they are! You may kiss me in front of all these gentlemen, if you wish, but 
you must go on writing those lovely verses.” Heine embraced her with moist 
eyes. ‘This is the happiest moment of my life,’ he declared, according to one of 
those present. Welcomed by his two quondam professors, Baron Sartorious and 
Bennecke, but ‘determined to earn my own bread instead of my uncle’s food of 
mercy’,3+ he spent most of the time swotting law under the guidance of the 
faculty dean and famous jurist, Gustav Hugo. 

Between Gottingen’s library and its English tavern, he lived a comparatively 
ascetic life, but not enough to prevent him from boasting that he was ‘no longer 
a monotheist in love’. He now loved, he wrote, ‘the Medici Venus decorating 
the library as well as Councillor Bauer’s beautiful cook. Alas, the first is made of 
plaster and the second is venereal. Or is that mere calumny? I am going to find 
out.’ He added, affecting a new coarseness, that he had bought half a dozen 
condoms (Heine wrote ‘gondons’) of violet silk.35 

He made some new literary friends at Gottingen, including Wedekind and 
Eckermann, and shocked them — especially the latter, who was later to become 
Goethe’s secretary and confidant — by outlining plans to write a Faust in which 
Mephisto would have the commanding role. For the moment, however, he stuck 
doggedly to his law books (he was later to write a different Faust as a ballet sce- 
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nario), drank beer and went on picnics with other students, and generally 
seemed healthier than heretofore. 

In April 1824 he went to Berlin and was surprised to find himself a celebrity, 
for 33 of the Homecoming poems had appeared serially in Berlin’s Gesellschafter 
during the last week of March. He renewed contacts with old acquaintances, 
celebrated Passover with his Jewish friends, apologized to Varnhagen for his 
irritation in Hamburg and re-established his relationship with the couple. 
Rahel, always his severest critic, warned him ‘not to become a Brentano’, that is, 
to break away from the conservative Romanticism of traditional folksongs and 
chivalrous old ballads canonized by Clemens von Brentano and Achim von 
Arno in their famous anthology Des Knaben Wunderhorn (The Boy’s Magic 
Horn). Although this was not to hinder Heine from praising the anthology, he 
had already worked a miracle with Brentano’s ‘Lorelei’ ballad, whose golden- 
haired heroine, unhappy in love and about to be confined to a nunnery, jumps 
from a high rock into the waters of the Rhine. By ingeniously turning her into a 
fatal temptress whose siren-song sends passing boatmen crashing to the depths 
while she combs her golden hair, Heine created one of Germany’s most famous 
legends, which became so much a part of German lore that even Hitler did not 
dare to erase it from schoolbooks, though his minions substituted for its Jewish 
author the attribution ‘unknown’. 

Rahel wrote to Gentz that she ‘frequently understood’ Heine, ‘and he me, 
where others did not understand. This won him over to me and he accepted me 
as his patroness.” Heine, for his part, was so devoted that he wrote, ‘I should like 
to have engraved on my collar the words “I belong to Rahel Varnhagen.” 
Hannah Arendt has ascribed the special affinity between the young poet and the 
society lady who could have been his mother to the fact that Rahel, in spite of 
her baptism and her marriage to Varnhagen, suffered all her life from the same 
problem of ‘fraudulent’ identity that was now troubling Heine.3° Indeed, with- 
in a couple of weeks of his return to Géttingen, he was deep into Jewish history 
again, reading more of Basnage’s volumes as well as such assorted old chroni- 
cles as the famous travel book of Benjamin of Tudela3? — a 12th-century 
Spanish Jew whose account of life in Provence, Rome, Corfu, Constantinople, 
Palestine, Egypt, Baghdad, Persia and China is a primary medieval source-book 
— or a history of Frankfurt, scene of a 15th-century Passover feast he lovingly 
described that summer in The Rabbi of Bacherach. 

On 25 June 1824, having completed one-third of The Rabbi, he wrote to 
Moser that reading these ‘sad annals’, partly ‘also because of an inner need’, he 
had gained a moving as well as illuminating ‘insight into the spirit of Jewish 
history, and this armour will stand me in good stead in the future.’ At the same 
time he was going on with his law studies, and once or twice mentioned his 
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hope of obtaining a professorship in literature or some other official post. 
Baptism was thus on his mind, but he continued to regard it as a kind of 
betrayal and the nearer the day came when he would have to make a decision, 
the more he seems to have felt an urge to assert his Jewishness, assuring Moser 
that he had not forgotten ‘our brethren’, repeatedly asking him for news of the 
Jewish Society, and writing such things as ‘May my right hand wither if I forget 
thee, Jerusalem.’ 

On 18 August 1824, Jewish professors still holding posts at German univer- 
sities were fired. 

In mid-September Heine set out on the walking tour that was to result in the 
Harzreise (Journey in the Harz). During this 4-weeks ramble he first walked 
north, visited the Hanover silver mines and, after stopping in various places, 
climbed the Brocken — legendary scene of the Walpurgis Night witches’ dance 
— and then down to Ilsenburg in the Ilse River valley and uphill again on the 
steep path leading to the Ilsenstein, an enormous granite cliff named after the 
Princess Ilse, a fabled water nixie said to be living in a palace in the cliff. Then, 
through forests and valleys, he worked his way to Halle, Jena and Weimar. 
There he paid his respects to Goethe, to whom he had letters of introduction 
from Varnhagen. He had been greatly looking forward to this meeting, but no 
warmth developed between the flustered student who hoped for a word of 
encouragement about his poetry and Weimar’s revered old man, who had to be 
addressed as ‘Your Excellency’. Heine was to write little about what took place 
but, increasingly annoyed at Goethe for engaging him in trivial conversation 
(such as the quality of plums growing between Jena and Weimar), he reputedly 
spoiled the visit by blurting out that he was ‘working on a Faust’, whereupon he 
was curtly dismissed. 

In spite of this incident, Heine returned to Gottingen greatly refreshed after 
his hike of 350 kilometres. In October and November, even though the ‘ghost of 
jurisprudence’ was breathing down his neck, he finished a section of the Harz- 
reise, which was printed a few months later in the Gesellschafier in ‘gubitzed’ 
form and otherwise multilated by censorship; but other circumstances were to 
delay the publication of the entire work for nearly two years. This proved 
beneficial to Heine’s first major prose work, a travel book of a new genre in 
Germany, for during this interval he was able — possibly as a result of reading 
Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (he was already familiar with A Sentimental 

Journey) — to improve the text. Whatever the degree of Sterne’s influence, 
Heine presented reality in this book by the same capricious-seeming but well- 
organized ‘sequential association of ideas’ that he had used in his ‘Letters from 
Berlin’. Coupled with its rambling, conversational style and comic touches, the 
Harzreise was so novel and pungent a piece that — not unlike Tristram Shandy — 
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it ‘stimulated the blood circulation’ of readers and was immediately recognized 
by some of the critics as a work of ‘modernity’. 

At the beginning of 1825 Heine had to ask his uncle for another half year’s 
support. Between January and April he laboured, with increasing headaches, on 
‘the chrestomathy of pandect law’ and subjects related to his doctoral examina- 
tion. Even then he went on working sporadically on his Memoirs and found the 
time to send off three sonnets to Friederike Robert, Rahel’s sister-in-law, whom 
ever since his Berlin days he admired as ‘Europe’s most beautiful woman’. Law 
didn’t suit Heine; he complained that ‘what the most ordinary people are 
capable of grasping will not enter my head.’ He was terrified of the examina- 
tion, and greatly relieved when he passed it with a C on 3 May, but his formal 
promotion still required a Latin disputation to be held in the third week of July. 

It was during this interval that Heine finally acted. He went about his bap- 
tism stealthily, entreating the Protestant pastor of nearby Heiligenstadt on 24 
May not to divulge his intention to anyone. The pastor, J.L. Grimm, told him 
that he required the permission of the Erfurt Consistory, which was granted on 
the 31st on condition that the applicant be examined in the Catechism. During 
the next fortnight Heine commuted several times to Heiligenstadt to be instruc- 
ted by Grimm in the new faith, and then announced that he was ready. The reli- 
gious examination took place on the morning of 28 June in the presence of 
another cleric, and the baptism was performed immediately afterwards by Pas- 
tor Grimm at his house, with the second cleric acting as godfather. When it was 
over, the new proselyte was invited to lunch with the two pastors, who observed 
that he took little part in the conversation, or no more than required by polite- 
ness, but sat half-absorbed in thought, ‘his face showing his inner excitement’. 
Shortly afterwards he begged to take his leave. 

Heine returned to Göttingen as a Christian, Johann Heinrich Heine, though 
he was never to use both the given names, calling himself merely Heinrich 
Heine or simply H. Heine. On 20 July, after holding a Latin disputation on 5 
theses, he was formally promoted Doctor juris and on the same evening Profes- 
sor Hugo, the dean of the faculty — not knowing that Heine had lived in terror 
of him, or that he was to satirize him in the Harzreise — hosted him to dinner 
and, being in high spirits, declared in a Latin oration that he was not only a 
great jurist but a great poet comparable to Goethe. 

The present consensus ~ with some exceptions — about the motive behind 
Heine’s baptism is that, having resisted as long as he could, he resorted.to it for 
the sake of a career that would assure him of a living. He soon expressed his. 
‘regret’ at the act, which brought him nothing but ‘enemies among both the 
Christians and the Jews’, and made the famous statement that ‘if the law had 
allowed me to steal silver spoons, I would not have converted.’ 
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Curiously for a new convert, but characteristically for Heine, less than half a 
year after undergoing the ceremony at Heiligenstadt he attended a synagogue 
service in Hamburg and on 14 December 1825 wrote to Moser how much he 
had ‘enjoyed Dr Salomon’s sermon against baptized Jews, especially his cut- 
ting remarks about those abandoning their faith “merely in the hope of obtain- 
ing some post”.’ There was more than ironic self-torture in this. For, his own 
inconstancy notwithstanding, Heine both privately and in his literary work 
continued to express the same contempt for submissive conversion for the sake 
of expediency which he had earlier ridiculed in his allegory on the baptized 
Moors in Almansor. 

In the Harzretse he turned his ascent to the iron cross on the summit of the 
Ilsenstein into a metaphor illustrating his precarious position at the time of his 
baptism. Advising anyone reaching the towerlike tip of the Ilsenstein to think of 
nothing ‘but his own feet’, he wrote: 


As I stood there, lost in thought, I suddenly heard the subterranean 
music of the enchanted palace, and I saw the mountains all around 
stand themselves on their heads, and the red-tiled roofs of Ilsenburg 
began to dance, and the green trees flew about in the blue air until 
everything went green and blue before my eyes. Overcome by giddi- 
ness, I would surely have plunged in the abyss if I had not, in my 
soul’s dire need, clung fast to the iron cross. For doing this in the 
awkward position in which I found myself no one, surely, will blame 


me. 


But he blamed himself, and henceforth he would have to live with a residue of 
self-contempt, however much he sublimated it — not so much for abandoning 
Judaism as a religion, as for having given in to the duress of circumstances 
against which he revolted. His attachment to the Jewish people or ‘race’, as it 
was called at the time, grew all the stronger; and in the draft of a planned con- 
tinuation of the Harzreise he wrote bitterly, ‘How much we owe to the Jews! I 
will not here mention that we owe Christianity itself? to the Jews, ‘but the 
invention of bills of exchange, commercial premiums and the Cross! Is not our 
deepest gratitude due to them? And yet — their German stepfatherland won’t 
even allow them to become barristers or advocates in Prussia as a change from 
dealing in cast-off trousers.’ 

There was the rub: the German ‘stepfatherland’. Heine had hoped against 
hope that baptism and Varnhagen’s influence would help him to attain nothing 
less than a professorship in literature at Berlin University. There was a certain 
naiveté in this, or in his alternative plan of setting up as an attorney in Ham- 
burg. At the same time one cannot help noting that he was more realistic than 
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his uncle in assessing his own future in Germany, and setting his heart on Paris 
from the beginning; for baptism was not to help him and the suffocating 
atmosphere in Germany was in the end to make him seek the free air of the 
French capital. He also correctly assessed the hopelessness of the Society’s 
hopeful premise that once the Jews were elevated to the level of European 
‘science’ and philosophy, antiSemitism would disappear. It is noteworthy that 
in some lectures at a small ‘school’ established by the Society, Heinrich Heine, 
then still Harry, advised young Jews to emigrate to England or America, 
‘where nobody asks for your beliefs and everyone may be happy after his own 
fashion.’ 

Much has been written about the irony of the baptized Heine denouncing 
Gans, as president of the Society, for ‘preaching Christianity’ at a time when 
Gans had not yet converted. ‘If he does so out of conviction he is a fool; if out 
of hyprocrisy, he is a scoundrel,’ Heine wrote in December 1825. Behind his 
frequent mockery of Gans and ‘Ganstown’ lay a fundamental difference of 
approach. In 1822 the Society had given serious consideration to the project of 
the former American Consul to Tunis and later New York County Sheriff, 
Manuel Noah (1785—1851), to establish a Jewish colony on Grand Island in the 
Niagara River near Buffalo. When Gans was appointed as Noah’s representative 
in Germany, Heine had humorously suggested the name Ganstown for the 
capital of the new Jewish ‘homeland’, but Gans gave only lukewarm support to 
the project. 

About 1823, while Gans was away in France and England, Heine, knowing of 
his intention to convert, became ambivalent towards him. By that time nearly 
1,250 of Berlin’s Jews — about half the members of the community — had 
accepted baptism. Heine saw Gans as the ‘captain’ about to abandon the Society 
— which indeed fell apart, much to Heine’s regret. For even at the time of his 
baptism he thought that its developing a non-rabbinical ‘science of Judaism’ 
would serve as a ‘source’ for the history of the glorious and tragic destiny of the 
Jews, one that he still hoped to write in The Rabbi of Bacherach. ‘I often think of 
him when I do not want to think of myself,’ Heine wrote of Gans in a letter in 
1826, and as if to confirm that the grudge he bore was a grudge against himself, 
he wrote to Gans — who shortly after his baptism had been appointed associate 
professor at Berlin University, where he was later to be one of Karl Marx’s 
teachers — that ‘it offends me to the depths of my soul to think that our books 
are no longer sources; because of this I am angry with you and I am angry with 
myself.’ But he was also mockingly to list Gans among those who meekly 
turned the other cheek when attacked, adding: ‘I am different, and that is a 
good thing. It is good if the wicked find the right man for once, the man who 
will ruthlessly and unsparingly take revenge for himself and others.’ 
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‘Madame, c’est la guerre!” he was to write in The Book of LeGrand. ‘Tam by 
no means one of the reasonable and rational men, but I have joined their party, 
and for 5,588 years we have been at war with the party of fools.’ At the time of 
his writing (in 1827), 5,588 was the Jewish calendar year. He was beginning to 
let everybody know that, in spite of his baptism, he remained a Jew. He had 
early developed a social conscience and, castigating the spineless rich Jews as 
severely as their bigoted Christian counterparts, he would sublimate particular 
anger by making himself the spokesman of all oppressed humanity. On 9 June 
1827 he declared to Moser: ‘I now have a resounding voice that is heard far and 
wide. In years to come you will often hear it thunder against the policing of 
men’s thoughts and the suppression of their fundamental rights. I shall obtain a 
quiet extraordinary professorship in the university of the intellectual and spiri- 
tual elite.’ 


And so it was to be. 
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The Decembrist Revolution that Failed 


Michael Bakunin, the future anarchist, was not yet 12 when news of the so-called 
Decembrist rebellion first reached his father’s estate at Premukhino, in the pro- 
vince of Tver. For months thereafter the quiet of Premukhino was upset by the 
‘horror’ that gripped Russia following the seizure of nearly 600 men representing 
the cream of Tsarist society — mostly senior Guards officers, besides writers and 
intellectuals, all of them members of the upper class — who were to stand trial for 
the bloody events which had shaken St Petersburg on 14 December 1825. The 
boy’s parents, Count Alexander Bakunin and his wife Varvara, had reason for 
particular alarm. She was a born Muraviev, of that clan of aristocrats who, then 
and later, were among Russia’s leading rgth-century generals, ‘imperial procon- 
suls, high civil and judicial officials, ambassadors, as well as famous rebels.’’ And 
now five of them were in a dungeon for having plotted, abetted, or taken leading 
parts in, the armed attempt — three weeks after the mysterious death at Taganrog 
of Tsar Alexander I, the ‘Liberator of Europe’ — to overthrow the youngest of his 
two brothers, Nicholas I, on the day of his accession. 

Two cousins in particular, Captain of the Imperial Guards Nikita Muraviev 
and Lieutenant Colonel Sergei Muraviev-Apostol, were deeply implicated and 
in danger of paying with their heads for the activities of which they stood 
accused. These included instigating the mutiny of troops in Petersburg and 
elsewhere and conspiring to kidnap, and if necessary, kill Nicholas; planning a 
revolution with the aim of turning Russia into a constitutional monarchy under 
his elder brother, the Grand Duke Constantine; and contemplating even worse 
things. 

‘We want Constantine!’ and ‘Constantine and Konstitutsia!’ had been the 
chant of 3,000 Guards officers and men in Peterburg’s Senate Square on that 
fateful day. Tsar Alexander having died without leaving an heir (or not a legiti- 
mate one), Constantine, as the brother next in age, was actually the heir-pre- 
sumptive. Fortysix years old and well-liked by the people, he was at that time 
Viceroy of Poland. His succession being taken for granted, portraits of ‘our 
beloved new Emperor Constantine’ had actually gone up in shops all over 
Petersburg. 
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Constantine, however, had in a private act of abdication known only to him 
and the defunct Alexander, and kept as a ‘palace secret’ from all but two people, 
renounced his rights to the throne nearly 4 years earlier. The original document 
lay in the Uspensky Cathedral and a copy had been deposited in each of three 
places, the State Council, the Senate and the Holy Synod. The sealed envelopes, 
to be opened only after Alexander’s death, also contained a ‘manifesto’ with his 
instructions for proclaiming Nicholas Tsar. Strangely, Alexander had men- 
tioned to Nicholas that he might be called upon to rule Russia, but had never 
told him of Constantine’s abdication; and even Constantine had been left in 
ignorance of the procedure laid down for passing the crown to Nicholas. Only 
Archbishop Philaret, who had written Alexander’s undisclosed ‘manifesto’ for 
him, and Prince Alexander Golitsyn, who had copied and deposited the papers 
in secret, were aware of the manner in which the succession was to be made 
public. 

The result, on Alexander’s death, was utter confusion, with the sealed enve- 
lopes opened only in one place (the Senate) but not in the others, and State 
Councillors, Senators as well as Archbishop Philaret all swearing allegiance to 
Constantine. Constantine, who was in Warsaw, at the same time proclaimed 
Nicholas to be the Tsar; and Nicholas, who was 17 years his junior and feared a 
mutiny of the Petersburg garrison if he did otherwise, proclaimed Constantine. 

‘History knows no similar example of two brothers so magnanimously tos- 
sing a crown from one to the other like a ball,’ wrote Countess Nesselrode, the 
wife of Russia’s Foreign Minister, as the succession crisis mounted and frantic, 
courier-borne messages kept crossing each other between Petersburg and War- 
saw. Constantine, abandoned by his princely wife, Anna Juliana of the Saxe- 
Coburg line, had formally renounced his rights in return for permission to 
marry a Catholic Polish countess. And he had long ago, upon the murder in 
1801 of his father Tsar Paul I, declared that ‘if the throne ever comes to me I 
shall certainly not accept it.’ From this decision he did not budge. Nor, for that 
matter, would he budge from Warsaw to help Nicholas put things straight in 
Petersburg by showing his face there for so much as a few days and announcing 
his abdication in person. Nicholas, who was practically unknown to the Russian 
people — and disliked as a martinet by the entire Army — pleaded with his 
brother to do so. But Constantine would not hear of it and at one point sent 
back a warning that rather than ‘hastening my departure for St. Petersburg’, he 
would, if further pressed, ‘leave Warsaw only to retire to some greater distance’ 
from the capital. 

On 12 December, after three tense weeks of uncertain interregnum, Nicholas 
decided to act. The assembled dignitaries of the land heard in some bewilder- 
ment his announcement that he was their Tsar and about to assume the emper- 
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orship: having taken the oath to Constantine — as he had himself — they learned 
that they and all state officials and military personnel were now to swear alle- 
giance to him. The ceremonies were to take place on the morning of the 14th, 
but some of the dignitaries doubted the legality of this act - which only con- 
founded the confusion. 

Learning of this on the 13th, Nikita Muraviev and his fellow-conspirators in 
Petersburg, including Colonel Prince Trubetskoy, the poet Ryleyev and the 
writer Alexander Bestuzhev — between them heading a secret ‘Northern 
Society” which had been planning an uprising for the following summer — 
decided to strike forthwith. Throughout the day and night of the 13th, they 
revised existing plans, improvised new ones and made hectic preparations to 
forestall Nicholas’s ‘tsarification’. They finally resolved on several moves — to 
occupy the Senate building in the morning, to seize the Winter Palace, to arrest 
Nicholas and his family, to force the Senators to adopt a revolutionary procla- 
mation they had drafted, and more. Nicholas, too, prepared for the morrow. 
One of the rebel officers had felt in duty bound to warn him of a possible insur- 
rection by the Guards in the capital. This precious tip-off enabled Nicholas to 
take his measures. By that time he had also had intelligence reports of a revolt 
brewing in the Second Army in the Ukraine. 

On the morning of the 14th, with the capital’s garrison drawn up at various 
points, rebel officers began to rush around and spread a false story that 
Nicholas was holding the beloved Constantine, their lawful tsar, captive. They 
managed to whip up sufficient anger against him, mostly among their own 
troops, for some 3,000 men to refuse him the oath and march off with drums 
and banners to the Senate Square. There, by 11 o'clock, incomplete units of 
Grenadier Guards, Marine Guards and the Moscow Guards Regiment (sta- 
tioned in Petersburg) were drawn up in battle formation. 

Surrounded by growing crowds of the idle and the curious, they waited a 
long time for instructions. But Prince Trubetskoy, the over-all commander of 
the rebellion, was nowhere to be seen. Its chief-of-staff, Lieutenant Prince 
Obolensky, had no idea where he was, nor why any of the senior conspirators 
had failed to appear. He knew that an officer from the Caucasus had been placed 
in charge of storming the Winter Palace and arresting Nicholas. 

Instead, early in the afternoon, Nicholas was seen approaching the Senate 
Square at the head of a loyal battalion of the Horse Guards. The rebel soldiers, 
egged on by two or three dozen junior officers, growled ‘Usurper! in his direc- 
tion. Holding their ground, they went on stomping their feet in the freezing 
cold, as they had for hours. Nicholas, on his side, was unwilling to start his 
reign with a bloodbath. He was holding frantic consultations with his generals 
and aides, and for a while the two camps confronted each other in the tense 
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knowledge that, one way or the other, the situation was bound to come to a head 
soon, before Petersburg’s early winter dark obscured the square. 

In the Ukraine, another conspiratorial group, the so-called ‘Southern Soci- 
ety’, led by Colonel Pavel Pestel and Lieutenant Colonel Sergei Muraviev- 
Apostol, had likewise been planning a rebellion for the following year. It and the 
‘Northern Society’ had been in touch with each other for years, but the two 
plots, conceived in haste due to the turn of events precipitated by Alexander’s 
death, had not been co-ordinated. Not only that, but the Petersburg conspira- 
tors had no idea that Colonel Pestel had in fact been arrested on the 13th; and 
for lack of safe and speedy communications, compounded by sheer ineptitude, 
the remaining ‘southerners’ under Sergei Muraviev-Apostol were to learn only 
10 days later of the events that took place in the capital on the 14th. 

There General Count Mikhail Miloradovich, a hero of the war against Nap- 
oleon, and an impressive figure on horseback, had arrived in the Senate Square. 
At his appearance, the jeering rebels, who had refused all earlier appeals to sur- 
render, fell silent. They were in fact surrounded, Nicholas having used the 
interval to reinforce the Horse Guards with more loyal troops that closed off the 
square, mob and all, on every side. Facing the mutinous soldiers, General Milo- 
radovich addressed them in a paternal tone. Drawing from its sheath a sword 
which he declared had been given him by ‘my friend, the Grand Duke Con- 
stantine’, he held it aloft for all to see and assured them that he too wished Con- 
stantine had accepted to be ‘our Emperor’, and went on to say: ‘But if he 
refuses the throne, what can we do? I have seen his abdication with my own 
eyes.’ 

This was the first the soldiers heard of the document in the sealed envelopes. 
Nor had Nikita Muraviev and his friends told them that Constantine was in 
Warsaw, or briefed them even vaguely about any plan of action. The soldiers 
were to be used merely as pawns, and the conspirators had not seen fit to share 
with them the secret goals and true aim of their revolution. Many of the 
Guardsmen clamouring for ‘Konstitutsia’ are in fact said to have thought that 
this was the name of Constantine’s wife, and there were other grotesque touches 
to the Decembrist drama about to unfold. 

Miloradovich had finished speaking and was turning his horse about when a 
hot-headed young ex-lieutenant drew his pistol and fired, and the expected 

clash and inevitable horror suddenly became real. The General dropped dead 
from his horse; tension was at fever pitch as Nicholas approved, then cancelled, 
orders to open fire, while the rebels threw stones at his troops. The Archbishop 
pled with them to surrender; then the Horse Guards attacked, their animals 
slipping and falling on the ice, and the leaderless, suddenly cocksure mutineers 
fell over them with bayonets, repelling the charge and pelting them with snow- 
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balls. Finally, just before the onset of darkness, Nicholas reluctantly ordered 4 
cannon to fire at the mass of 3,300 insurgents. 

By nightfall or shortly afterwards, with 80 or more Guardsmen dead in the 
snow and the rest dispersed in all directions, it was all over bar the epilogue — a 
belated rising by several infantry detachments in the Ukraine. Led by Mura- 
viev-Apostol and a stripling officer of 22, Bestuzhev-Ryumin, it was easily sup- 
pressed at the beginning of January. With another roo or so men killed, soldiers 
in the regiments involved were lashed — ‘in a number of cases twelve thousand 
strokes (incredibly some survived)’ were administered — and/or transferred to 
the Caucasus. 

There followed the interrogation of altogether 570 suspected conspirators, 
most of them noblemen or Guards officers, or both, first by the Tsar, who had 
some of them hauled before him, and then for days, weeks and months amid 
rumours and whispered reports of torture, before a secret 5-man Inquiry Com- 
mission. Then, the following summer, there was the summary trial of 121 of 
them before a specially appointed Tribunal. The death sentence pronounced 5 
weeks later on scores of Guards officers (‘the corporate essence of the Russian 
nobility’) and some prominent civilians caused shock-waves to course through- 
out Russia. Not all, however, were to be executed. Prince Trubetskoy and 115 
others, stripped of their titles, estates and civil rights, had their sentences com- 
muted to exile with hard labour for life in Siberia. 

Then came the night of 12 July 1826. Colonel Pavel Pestel, son of a former 
Govenor-General of Siberia — hanged; Lieutenant Colonel Sergei Muraviev- 
Apostol — hanged; the poet Kondraty Ryleyev — hanged; Kakhovsky, who had 
fired the fatal shot — hanged; Bestuzhev-Ryumin — hanged before he was even 
23. Before they were all led to the scaffold in the courtyard of the Peter-and- 
Paul Fortress at 4 a.m., each of the 100-odd officers who were exiled to Siberia 
had to prostrate himself on his knees before his regiment. One by one their 
swords were broken over their heads, their epaulets torn off, and their uniforms 
exchanged for prison garb. 

After the ceremonial humiliation of the Guards officers, and not long after 
the others had been strung up on the gallows at the ‘curtain-wall’ of Peters- 
burg’s notorious fortress — across the Neva from the Imperial Palace — 
Nicholas’s family and his ministers attended a solemn Thanksgiving service in 
Moscow. ‘Cannon roared from the heights of the Kremlin’, while inside the 
Metropolitan Philaret led the festive Te Deum. And the added pathos of it all 
as Princess Trubetskoy, Princess Volkonsky and several dozen of Russia’s high- 
est society ladies — confronted with a cruel choice between never seeing their 
men again or life-long exile for themselves — left their families and their grand 
houses and set out nobly in the wake of their chained convict-husbands on the 
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long hard journey taking them for the rest of their lives to the icy wastes beyond 
Lake Baikal. There the Decembrist men were to be employed chopping wood 
or digging salt in Siberian forests and mines until they died. Only 29 of them 
survived until the day when they would be amnestied upon the coronation of 
the next Tsar, 30 years later. 


Count Fyodor Vasilevich Rostopchin, one-time Commander-in-Chief and 
Military Governor of Moscow, could not believe his ears when he heard of the 
aims pursued by the two rings of nobles. Summing up the most striking feature 
of what was to become known variously as the Decembrist ‘uprising’, ‘revolt’, 
‘coup d’état’, or ‘the conspiracy of officers and poets’ (or of ‘officers and gentle- 
men’) — he is said to have observed: ‘Hitherto revolutions have been made by 
peasants who wanted to become gentlemen. Now gentlemen are trying to make 
a revolution so as to become cobblers.’3 For the leaders of the two societies had 
been secretly planning to give Russia not only a Constitution, but to liberate her 
millions of serfs. What’s more, they had decided to free the peasants ‘with land’ 
—the land to be provided by the nobility giving up part of their large estates. 

The leaders of the two conspiracies had been hatching their plans for nearly 

ro years. Nikita Muraviev’s ‘Northern’ and Muraviev-Apostol’s ‘Southern’ Soci- 
eties were twin outgrowths of the same tiny Union of Salvation founded in 1816 
— by another highly distinguished Colonel Muraviev — when it had become clear 
that Alexander I had abandoned whatever reforms he had entertained, or 
merely talked about, in his more liberal days. Hundreds of senior officers who 
had been to France with him had been appalled to see the ‘Liberator of Europe’ 
and its mightiest monarch fall, first, under the occult spell of the ‘seer’? Madame 
von Kriidener and, when she was gone, under the influence of his reactionary 
Minister and police chief, Arakcheyev. On their return, the officers, seeing 
Russia with Western eyes and resenting the tightened censorship, the spying, 
the floggings and other cruelties in Arakcheyev’s ‘military colonies’, had started 
noticing other things, too: the petty bureaucracy, the general corruption, the 
intolerable condition and humiliation of the serfs, and the sullen hatred in their 
eyes. The peasants on the private estates paid the landlord taxes, extra taxes and 
cash dues. They had to do corvées of unpaid labour for him. The lives of each of 
his serfs belonged to him. 

In due course the Union of Salvation had transformed itself into the Union 
of Welfare, which, with its membership grown to several hundred, hovered for 
a time between those supporting a moderate programme designed to modern- 
ize Russia and gradually educate her people, and radical designs for a republic 
by those who were beginning to feel that nothing less than a violent shake-up of 
the whole tsarist structure from the top down had a chance of curing Russia of 
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her ills. Spying in the Army, though ostensibly abolished under Alexander, had 
actually been intensified — with the result that two of his Generals-in-Waiting 
had successively warned the ‘Liberator’, years before his death, that certain 
officers were engaging in liberal talk and conspiring to subvert the monarchy. 
But Alexander was by then in a brooding mood of religious reflection, lassitude 
and remorse. He is said to have told the officer commanding the Corps of 
Guards, Prince Ilarion Vasilchikov: ‘You who have been in my service since the 
start of my reign, you know that I shared and encouraged these illusions and 
aberrations.’ After a long pause he added: ‘It is not for me to come down on 
them with a heavy hand.’4 

By 1821 the members of the Union of Salvation were agreed on the need for 
a revolution, but divided to the point of deadlock about its political aims and 
aftermath. As it had meanwhile been infiltrated by spies, the Union resolved 
early that year to disband — in order to escape further attention by the authori- 
ties — only to re-form secretly in the shape of the ‘Northern’ and ‘Southern’ 
Societies. Each included revolutionaries of every sort, but the main rift between 
liberal monarchists and radical republicans continued to cut across both. Not 
daring to strike against Alexander, the leaders juggled and discussed various 
ideas, waiting for favourable ‘circumstances’. By the time these arose with his 
death nearly 5 years later, no joint or definite plan had been communicated to 
members — many of whom were young officers bristling for any kind of action — 
but two different programmes had crystallized: Nikita Muraviev and Prince 
Trubetskoy in Petersburg’s ‘Northern Society’ were for replacing Nicholas 
with a constitutional monarch and integrating Russia’s nationalities into a 
federal system — on the model of what was then still the infant United States — 
complete with Western-type institutions and parliamentary checks, including 
such British features as a House of Lords. Colonel Pestel and Sergei Muraviev- 
Apostol of the ‘Southern Society’ were for abolishing the monarchy altogether, 
and Pestel had prepared plans for a republic. 

Though neither faction, nor any of the Decembrist gentlemen-officers, had 
the remotest intention of rousing the masses or involving the people in what 
was to be strictly a ‘palace revolution’, they were united on the need, if not the 
details, of a vast land reform. Nikita Muraviev and Trubetskoy favoured the 
division of the estates. Pestel and Muraviev-Apostol were for confiscating them 
and abolishing all aristocratic privileges. 

Heated debates had taken place on the question of serfdom. Some of the 
would-be rebels were afraid that the sudden emancipation of 20 or so million 
serfs would lead to disorder and unrest. The future of the common land worked 
by the village collectives, which assured the Russian peasant of a modicum of 
subsistence, was seriously considered. Nikita Muraviev proposed splitting it up 
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in the general land reform; Pestel feared that partitioning it into small plots 
would impoverish the villagers. 

Pestel’s republican plans were supported by some of the Petersburg leaders, 
such as the poet Ryleyev and the writer Alexander Bestuzhev: they were ‘left- 
wingers’ against what might be called Nikita Muraviev’s ‘right wing’ of conser- 
vative but enlightened monarchists. And the radical Pestel had other 
far-reaching plans, so subversive that Nicholas I had them suppressed, and they 
were to remain unknown for many decades. 

The Decembrists were high-minded idealists, young counts and princes 
inspired by the noblest sentiments of liberty and ready to die ‘a glorious death’ in 
its cause. But after all the plotting and planning, the endless talk and arguments 
pursued for years at private champagne dinners — or at vodka-borscht-and-sing- 
ing parties in Ryleyev’s flat — they had not only been caught unprepared, but had 
performed so poorly as to invite disaster. 

Trubetskoy, for one, had got cold feet at the last moment and spent the crucial 
hours of the 14th walking the streets, immersed in second thoughts. A gallant 
officer who by virtue of his rank and prestige with the Guardsmen had been 
chosen to proclaim the Constitution, he was later discovered hiding at the house 
of the Austrian Ambassador (who happened to be his brother-in-law). Many 
others had dropped out even earlier. Here were men of varied persuasions and 
inclinations — royalists and republicans, officers and poets, conservatives and 
radicals — who had long schemed to start the immense task of attuning Russia to 
modernity. The very phenomenon of so many nobles and big landowners join- 
ing forces to overthrow the autocracy, attack the feudal system and abolish 
serfdom was an unprecedented one. It stunned Tsarist society, threatening as it 
did to disrupt its very structure as well as the vast fabric of Russia’s rural life and 
economy. It seems also to have overwhelmed the conspirators themselves, num- 
bers of whom had lost heart, and recoiling at the magnitude of the enterprise 
and the risks involved had withdrawn on the eve or at the last minute. 

In the end, the Petersburg insurrection had been hastily improvised and 
launched by no more than 60 or so impatient members of the conspiracy, and 
more as a desperate gesture of defiance than with any conviction of success. For 
these, too, were beset by last-minute doubts. Their discouragement at the dep- 
Jetion of their ranks, coupled with the slapdash planning and the reckless, fatal- 
istic, come-what-may spirit in which they approached the venture, resulted in a 
series of disorganized, erratic moves and in so many snags and omissions as to 
make the whole operation look inexplicably amateurish, 

Started without popular support, the conspiracy had floundered from a com- 
bination of false expectations, faulty reckoning and illusory hopes, in miserable 

and stark contrast to the grandiose aims and plans of the officers and gentlemen. 
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Nor was there among the Petersburg Decembrists a single resolute and pur- 
poseful leader who possessed the audacity, will and cool organizational ability to 
mount a rebellion, supervise its details and see it through to the end. It was 
perhaps significant that, though 50 of the ringleaders were officers, the strategy 
as well as the operational moves of the military putsch had been largely master- 
minded by a civilian — the poet Kondraty Ryleyev. He was the poorest of them 
all but had a charismatic personality as well as the zeal and temperament of a 
revolutionary. It was he who, during the critical few days before the 14th, had 
kept up and fired the spirit of the others and racked his brain to devise solutions 
and forestall contingencies. 

‘Our soldiers are good, simple folk. They don’t think much,’ was the reason- 
ing of the leaders of the rising in the Ukraine (according to one of their associ- 
ates).> Both they and the Petersburg conspirators relied on the obedience of the 
rankand-file and on the sheer enthusiasm for action of the junior officers. The 
latter had simply promised the soldiers a better life — including the reduction of 
the length of army service to 15 instead of 25 years — and the leaders, for rea- 
sons of secrecy and the good of their cause, had not revealed their full goals to 
either. In Petersburg they had practised outright deception, misinforming and 
inciting the troops to mutiny on a fraudulent pretext. Adam B. Ulam, writing in 
1981, called this ‘the most morally dubious aspect of the uprising’. At no point 
in their investigation, he remarked, ‘were the Decembrists asked how they 
could justify the gross deception they used on their soldiers in stirring them to 
rebellion. Nor did any of the main actors of the drama see fit then or subse- 
quently to express contrition for the hoax.” 

Not only Nicholas had hesitated before allowing fire to be opened. It was a 
measure of the awesome authority associated in the Russian mind with the Tsar’s 
inviolate person — as it was of the Decembrists’ wavering faith in the legitimacy 
of their deed — that, although they had considered killing Nicholas, no one dur- 
ing the long confrontation fired a shot at him. ‘Patriotism drove them toward 
revolution, patriotism kept them from carrying it out.’? Rebels with a cause but 
novice revolutionaries, they had not yet reached the self-supporting belief of the 
professionals and desperadoes of a later breed that all means were justified to 
achieve their end, or that anarchy was a prelude to creation. 

Many of the Decembrists had only a hazy idea of the effect of their contem- 
plated reforms on nearly 50 million Russians, or of the best way to run Europe’s 
largest and most populous empire. In the West the Industrial Revolution had 
turned ‘those poor wretches, the English, French and American workers’ — as 
one Russian Minister had recently called them — into jobless proletarians. The 
leading Decembrists had long debated how to make sure that the same fate did 
not befall the millions of serfs to be turned loose on the economy, with ruinous 


223 


THE Doctors OF REVOLUTION 


effect to it and themselves; and Nikita Muraviev in the ‘Northern Society’ and 
Colonel Pestel in the ‘Southern’ one had each finally come up with fairly 
detailed, if divergent, plans setting out the kind of social and political regime 
they wished to establish. Nikita Muraviev’s draft Constitution provided for 
equality before the law, trial by jury and freedom of speech. Pestel seems to 
have picked up outright egalitarian, pre-socialist ideas similar to those circu- 
lated by Babeuf in France and embodied them in a Russian Law, An Instruction 
for the Supreme Provisional Government, that was to run his post-revolution- 
ary republic. 

Pestel had made a brilliant career before he was executed at the age of 33. Try- 
ing to adapt French ideas to local conditions, he had found himself in a basic 
dilemma: his wish to assure the minimum means of existence to Russia’s peas- 
ants clashed with his realization that in order to ‘create plenty’ Russia needed 
immense agricultural development, which in turn required ‘great expense’, i.e., 
capital. Where was this to come from? Babeuf had meant to abolish all property. 
Pestel, realizing that only the bigger landowners were capable of investing, felt 
that ‘the man who agrees to make this expense should own the land as his priv- 
ate property,’ just as the man who ‘farms its different products must have exclu- 
sive right of possession.” 

To solve this problem, Peste! eventually opted for confiscating half the 
estates of the biggest landowners without compensation, and distributing the 
land to their private serfs. His Russian Law proposed to divide all arable land 
into two categories: ‘Common land will belong collectively to the entire com- 
munity of each district... Private land will belong either to the state or to private 
persons who will own it in complete freedom and will have the right to do with 
it as they please.’ Pestel, in other words, upheld both private enterprise and 
property rights but was anxious to preserve the ancient framework of the 
village collectives and peasant communes: by granting ownership of a plot to 
every peasant family willing to work, these were to help assure ‘the needs of life 
to all citizens without exception’. 

But Pestel’s plan, remarkable for its attempt to solve the potentially explosive 
peasant problem by means of village collectives — anticipating by half a century 
the violent debate between the Narodniks (Populists) and Russia’s first Marx- 
ists, the former seeing in the peasant communes, or obschina, the best breeding- 
ground for revolution, the latter arguing in the name of ‘scientific Socialism’ 
that they were an ‘archaic form condemned by history to perish’ — had other, 
less altruistic and more unsavoury features, He and the Southern Decembrists 
were in touch with the Swiss branch of the Carbonari. Filippo Michele 
Buonarroti, after serving his sentence in France for taking part iri Babeuf’s 
‘Conspiracy of the Equals’ — and before being expelled from Switzerland in 
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1824 — is known to have set up a number of secret Swiss societies connected 
with that Italian-French-Spanish cloak-and-dagger movement. The Decem- 
brists are believed by some Russian writers to have had contact with Buonar- 
roti, who passed on to them some of Babeuf’s ideas.? But whether he did or 
not, Pestel’s egalitarian republic, like Babeuf’s ‘Republic of the Equals’, was to 
be a centralized state: Pestel shared with Babeuf a fierce desire — common to 
more than one later revolutionary — to protect his new regime by means of an 
all-embracing spy system, rigorous censorship and other drastic methods suit- 
able to a totalitarian and police state. 

‘All private societies... public or secret’ were to be banned in Pestel’s future 
republic. Babeuf, contemplating a nation of ‘good’ citizens spying on those not 
‘useful to the fatherland’, had proposed — all in the name of equality and ‘the 
happiness of all’ — to confine the latter in forced-labour and virtual concentra- 
tion camps. Pestel planned to suppress all opposition by manning ‘ministries, 
military commands’ and all senior posts with adherents of the regime and by 
establishing a pervasive police department that, besides being secret and above 
the law, was to spy on both officials and private citizens, and to be called the 
Department of Order and Benevolence. 

Though of German origin, Pestel was a fanatic Russian nationalist. To rus- 
sify the empire’s various nationalities — except for the unassimilable Poles and 
Jews — he was ready to go to such extremes as eradicating the very name Ukrain- 
ian from the vocabulary and forcibly ‘resettling’ the Caucasian peoples in distant 
areas. The Poles were to be granted independence, but Poland, in Pestel’s plan 
(anticipating a tendency that was to become reality after World War II) was to be 
placed under Russian ‘protection’ and control as a virtual puppet state. 

Pestel’s ideas for getting rid of Russia’s Jews were highly intriguing; he had a 
plan, briefly described in one of the latest accounts of the Decembrist rising, ‘to 
push them through the Turkish frontier’ — and elsewhere ‘to deport them to 
Asia Minor and help them establish a Jewish State there.’ Terse, though not 
untruthful, these cryptic versions”® sacrifice to brevity the question of how two 
or so million Jews were in practice to be ‘pushed’ into Turkey and then ‘helped’ 
to appropriate one of the Sultan’s provinces. The question of liberating these 
Jews, who were deprived of civic rights and most of whom were restricted to 
living from hand to mouth in a ‘Pale of Settlement’ in the eastern and Polish 
provinces, had been raised by a Jewish-born (though converted) Decembrist, 
who proposed resettling them as a ‘unified nation’ in the Crimea or the Orient. 

Pestel probably had little personal contact with Jews, few of whom were per- 
mitted to reside in the cities, and he shared the general anti-Semitism of Rus- 
sian society and its bogey-image of the strange Jewish rabble, with its foreign 
customs and religion, as an alien element inspiring both fear and hatred. He 
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was, on the other hand, struck by the way they clung to their rabbis, observed 
their own laws and kept up their separate Talmudic schools — so much so that 
he actually and without conscious cynicism complained that they enjoyed ‘more 
rights’ than the Russians. While about to emancipate the downtrodden serfs, he 
was no more ready to grant civic equality to the persecuted Jews than Nicholas 
I, who 20 years later was still declaring their emancipation to be ‘inconceivable, 
and such a thing shall not pass as long as I am alive.’ Pestel remained obsessed 
by the spectacle of their ‘excessive unity’ and by their faith in ‘awaiting the 
Messiah who will return them to their kingdom of old,’ but after some study, he 
included in his Russian Law a twofold proposal."' The first, reminiscent of 
Napoleon’s Sanhedrin convocation, was to call an assembly of rabbis and Jew- 
ish sages to discuss measures ostensibly designed to end their isolation and 
reduce Christian hostility — though actually meant to break up their ‘harmful’ 
cohesion — ‘if Russia is not to expel the Jews.’ The second was to expel and push 
them out, but in a sui generis manner including an offer of some armed assis- 
tance to help them establish ‘their own exclusive state somewhere in Asia 
Minor.’ His practical suggestion was to designate ‘an assembly area for the 
Jewish people... If all the Jews of Russia and Poland were concentrated in one 
place’, he reasoned, ‘such a mass, exceeding two million’ and assisted in raising 
an army from its midst, would ‘not find it difficult to sweep away all Turkish 
obstacles.” Traversing or fighting its way through ‘all of European Turkey’, it 
was to ‘reach Asiatic Turkey, there to seize an area sufficient for its numbers and 
to establish its Jewish State." 

Nikita Muraviev, on the other hand, proposed to grant the Jews full equality 
in Russia. It is difficult to say whether Pestel’s radical plan was a sincere attempt 
to solve an obstreperous problem that all Tsarist governments allowed to fester 
{and their Soviet successors were to try to suppress for 60 more years thereafter) 
or a calculated stratagem to lend the wholesale expulsion of the Jews a con- 
structive-looking, statesman-like air. For all its anti-Semitic inspiration, Pestel 
himself, the all-out reformer, may have regarded it as a humane plan. Before the 
end of the rgth century, at any rate, with the Russian Jews savaged by a wave of 
pogroms, Konstantin Pobedonostsev, a high dignitary and adviser to a the last 
two Tsars, was to come up with a more notorious solution to the problem of the 
unemancipated Jews: ‘to let one third of them die, expel another third, and 
convert the rest.’"3 

If Babeuf came to be regarded, though not universally, as a ‘totalitarian 
democrat’, Pestel, too, was to be seen by some 2oth-century historians as stand- 
ing ‘first in the long line of revolutionaries who were both activists and 
theorists — the tradition which would one day produce Lenin.’4 Yet this dicta- 
torially inclined and methodical man, who had thought of everything, col- 
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lapsed under interrogation, gave away all his comrades and cringingly appealed 
for mercy to the ‘Sacred Person’ of the Tsar whom he, for one, had meant not 
only to depose, but to massacre with his entire family. Ryleyev, on the other 
hand, singled out by the Inquiry Commission as the main organizer and ‘chief 
catalyst’ of the Petersburg insurrection, behaved with great dignity and 
assumed full responsibility for his part in it. 

‘Liberty has never been gained without victims,’ he had written, aware (as he 
said in another line) that ‘a cruel fate awaits those who first rise against the opp- 
ressors of the people.’'5 Paradoxically, it was the defiant spirit expressed in 
these lines, rather than the fiasco of the amateurish Decembrist attempt to seize 
the helm of an empire, that was to imprint itself deeply, hauntingly, on the 
mind of Russian society. 

Giving rise to a growing saga of heroic courage and ‘martyrdom’, the very 
quixotism of their improvident but selfless gesture was to have striking after- 
effects long after ‘the Five’, as they became known, were hanged. In the end, 
this was to become the most remarkable single aspect of the politically inept, 
deplorably executed and impulsive revolution that failed. 


The new Tsar’s repression of the rebellious movement was ferocious. Almost 
directly after the execution of ‘the Five’, he entered Moscow in festive proces- 
sion and proceeded with his own coronation. Alexander Herzen, who was 14 
when he watched him riding past on horseback, was to recall that he looked 
‘handsome, but there was a coldness about his looks’. Herzen’s boyhood 
impression that the new Tsar’s face bespoke ‘iron will and feeble intelligence’, 
his eyes being ‘entirely without warmth, without a trace of mercy, wintry eyes’, 
was to be strikingly confirmed by high-placed Westerners during Nicholas’s 
visit to London nearly 20 years later. 

Nicholas I was 30, and looked impressive in his imperial regalia when he for- 
mally mounted the throne. He had, indeed, met the Decembrist challenge with 
cool courage in the face of personal danger. He had a highly developed sense of 
duty, took his new tasks very seriously, and went to great lengths to discover the 
motives of the insurgents. He knew some of them or their families, personally 
conducted the first night-long interrogation of their leaders immediately after 
their capture, and made every effort to understand them. Many of them went 
on sending him letters from prison, earnestly explaining their ideas. Nicholas 
read their letters and made a painstaking record of their recommendations. 

Having been born to absolute power, he took it and unquestioning obedience 
to himself for granted, and though he carefully studied the evidence gathered 
by the Inquiry Commission, as well as Pestel’s Russian Law and the confes- 
sions, letters and ideas for reform submitted by the other Decembrist leaders, 
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the chief — if not the only — conclusion he drew from the insubordination of so 
many officers was that liberalism was dangerous. 

‘Dear, dear Constantine! Your will has been done, I am Emperor’ — he had 
written to his brother in Warsaw the night after the Petersburg revolt was 
quelled — ‘but great God, at what a price! At the price of my subjects’ blood!?!® 
But he could not bring himself to commute the death sentence of ‘the Five’, 
which should not have been pronounced in the first place, for capital punish- 
ment had been abolished in Russia, and there had been no executions for half a 
century. Though the sentences were handed down by a Special Tribunal of 72 
judges, who went through the whole trial procedure involving 121 accused in a 
matter of 5 weeks (without hearing them or any defence pleas), ‘it was Nicholas 
who was in fact the judge, the court expressing his will in legal formulas.’ 

With his coronation in the offing, there was widespread expectation that 
Nicholas would inaugurate his rule with an act of clemency. Instead, he insisted 
that the hangings be carried out as a deterrent; declared he would never again 
set eyes on those sent into exile, which meant that the deportees must remain in 
Siberia to the end of their lives, or his, whichever came first; and further broke 
up their families by allowing only those of their wives and children to accom- 
pany them who undertook never to return. 

At the beginning of July 1826 he appointed General Alexander Bencken- 
dorff to be his Chief of Gendarmes, heading the new ‘Higher’ or Political 
Police. Ten days later Benckendorff, who since the Decembrist insurrection 
had become the person closest to Nicholas, attended the ceremonial execution 
of ‘the Five’ — which did not go off without a hitch. First, at the end of the 
formal and sombre rites in the courtyard of the Peter-and-Paul Fortress, young 
Bestuzhev-Ryumin broke down and had to be dragged up to the scaffold. Then 
the ropes of three others, who mounted the scaffold without fuss, broke and 
they fell alive or half-alive into the ditch. Having faced death with dignity, they 
had to wait for heavier ropes to be brought and to go through the whole proce- 
dure again before their necks were finally broken. Benckendorff, who had been 
a member of the Tsar’s secret Inquiry Commission — and is said to have both 
recommended and supported his stringent measures against the conspirators — 
wrote that he was not ‘attracted’ to the gruesome spectacle ‘by mere curiosity, 
but by sympathy’, and went on to say of the Decembrists:'7 ‘These were mostly 
young persons, noblemen of good families; many had served with me, and some 
of them such as, for instance, Prince Volkonsky, had been my immediate com- 
panions. My heart ached.’ He regretted, too, the tragedy caused to ‘so many 
families’ (such as, for one cruel instance, that of his friend Volkonsky, whose 
new-born son, left behind when the princess chose to share her husband’s exile, 
died shortly afterwards). 
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Benckendorff was a man whose highest virtue, and chief distinction, was 
absolute devotion to the dynasty. Any sympathy he felt for his former compan- 
ions soon gave way to ‘disgust’ with these well-born but ‘unfortunate’ young 
men whose subversive plans and shocking action he could only ascribe to pro- 
found ‘moral deterioration’. 

Nicholas himself found it hard to fathom how trusted gentlemen and senior 
Guards officers charged, among other things, with the protection of the palace — 
and, moreover, destined by birth, rank and abilities to ease his burden and help 
him govern a vast empire — could have sunk to the level of committing treason 
against Russia in his, the Tsar’s, person. After signing the death sentences he 
spent solitary hours in prayer. To his mother he wrote: ‘I feel extreme anguish 
and at the same time gratitude to God who has allowed me to bring this horrible 
case to an end... Only the idea of a terrible duty permits me to endure such mar- 
tyrdom.’?8 

Having started his reign under these circumstances, Nicholas was to become 
Europe’s worst and most notorious despot. His first step was to set up the 
so-called “Third Section’. Operating within his Imperial Chancellery, and thus 
under his personal control, the Third Section was charged with the political 
surveillance of all ‘sects and dissenting movements’; with ‘the exile, disposal 
and accommodation of suspicious and harmful persons’; and with the supervi- 
sion of ‘all places of confinement’. Another of its chief tasks was to provide 
information and reports on all events ‘without exception’. Comprising a special 
gendarmerie wearing green uniforms with white stripes and known as the 
‘Higher Police’ — to distinguish it from the ‘Lower Police’ in charge of normal 
police work — the Third Section also established a country-wide network of 
informers and was placed under the direction of General Benckendorff, who 
was accountable to no one but Nicholas. 

There was a certain logic to this appointment, for Benckendorff had already 
4 years earlier seen the need for a secret political police, and had submitted a 
detailed plan for its establishment to the late Alexander I.'? Interestingly, he 
was the second General-in- Waiting to have warned the ‘Liberator’ that Pestel, 
the Muravievs, Prince Trubetskoy and the other Decembrist leaders were 
conspiring against the throne. Alexander had paid little heed to Benckendorff, 
but Nicholas, shaken by events and determined never to be surprised again 
and to suppress all opposition in germ, was all the more ready to listen to him 
as Benckendorff had not only proved his foresight but had acted with remark- 
able sang-froid on the day of the rebellion itself. He had, in the words of a 
French historian, ‘had his eye on everything’, had ‘multiplied himself’, as it 
were, ‘bearing down with remarkable precision on all points of the insurrec- 
tion.’ 
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‘A man most close and loyal to the Tsar’, a man who ‘should be the Tsar’s 
eye, a faithful eye... fearing none but God and His Imperial Majesty’, was how 
another Russian, a century earlier, had described the chief quality that would be 
required of the director of a special Chancellory of the Tsar’s which he pro- 
posed to establish. As for the powers to be vested in him, he had stipulated it as 
essential that ‘he should be supreme above judges and officials and should 
maintain an all-powerful surveillance over all authorities.’° General (and later 
Count) Alexander Khristoforovich Benckendorff, as it happened, fitted the pre- 
scription and its specifications perfectly. His loyalty to the Tsar was absolute, to 
the point where he was ‘incapable of separating the duty of personal attach- 
ment [to the Tsar] from his duty to his country’ — as one of his antagonists put 
it — ‘even though that country was not his own.’ And Nicholas did indeed vest 
in Benckendorff discretionary powers that made him the most influential and 
feared man in the empire, second only to himself. Benckendorff, who was 42 
when he became head of the Third Section in July 1826, would sit in on all 
meetings of the Tsar’s Ministers, and in time was to be described as ‘actually a 
kind of Prime Minister’. 

He also saw Nicholas daily. It was Benckendorff’s ‘duty’, as the Countess 
Nesselrode soon observed, to inform the Tsar ‘of everything said in society that 
might damage his reputation.” Benckendorff’s spy-system, its secret agents 
recruited ‘from all walks of life, including schoolchildren’, penetrated all strata 
of Russian society. This, and his having the Tsar’s ear — coupled with the fact 
that the Third Section, in Herzen’s words, operated ‘outside and above the law’ 
— was, for the next 20 years, to place an extraordinary concentration of power in 
the hands of Nicholas’s new confidant. 

Benckendorff had high connections which had stood him well since his 
youth. His mother was a friend of the Russian Queen-Mother Maria Feodor- 
ovna. His sister was the famous Princess Lieven. Reputed to have been Metter- 
nich’s mistress, Madame Lieven had for the last 14 years been presiding over 
the Russian Embassy in London. By dint of her intelligence, social aplomb, 
diplomatic intrigues and sumptuous parties, she had turned it into ‘the most 
exclusive house’ in the British capital, while she herself, outshining her ambas- 
sador-husband, and ‘feared, respected, cultivated and courted’ by Britain’s 
office~holders and high society, had come to be regarded as the late Alexander’s, 
and now Nicholas’s, actual ‘ambassadress’ to the Court of St James. 

Brave as well as ‘lucky in war’ as in peace, Benckendorff had fought in all the 
Russian as well as most Allied campaigns against Napoleon from Moscow to the 
crossing of the Rhine, and had survived to become a Lieutenant-General and 
Chief of Staff to the Corps of Guards. The Countess Nesselrode described him 
shortly before his appointment to the Third Section as ‘amazingly frivolous’. 
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She thought he had a ‘poor head’ but an ‘enthusiasm for good’, and declared 
that ‘anyone else’ so close to the new Tsar ‘might make things much worse.’?! 
For Benckendorff was the type of urbane person who could inflict evil on a 
large scale and yet appear protective and the soul of amiability to some of his 
victims; and sometimes he would intercede with Nicholas to reduce a particu- 
larly harsh sentence. 

Baron Korefi, however, who sat with him at various official meetings for 
more than a decade, later portrayed him as an uneducated mediocrity ‘whose 
goodness was negative’, a man immoderately devoted to women who ‘learned 
nothing, read nothing’, lacked ‘personal initiative’ and any natural talent other 
than his pleasant manners and ‘that chivalrous something in his tone...’ An apa- 
thetic, sleepy-looking person, Benckendorff stupefied Koreff by his incredible 
‘forgetfulness and perpetual absent-mindedness’ ~ to the point where he would 
sit through meetings without knowing what had been decided, or praise a Min- 
ister’s speech without realizing that the speaker had opposed his own view.?” 

Another official dismissed him as ‘this empty-headed creature’. Stories of 
Benckendorff’s profligacy persisted, and Herzen later wondered how many 
innocents ‘perished through his lack of attention’, or because of his gallant pre- 
occupations. ‘In his hands lay the fortunes, the liberty and the lives of all the 
inhabitants of Russia,’ a French chronicler of Nicholas’s reign was to sum up 
Benckendorff’s extraordinary position.?3 He may have been ‘empty-headed’ and 
intellectually shallow, but by the testimony of the same official Benckendorrf 
‘would have cut himself into pieces’ for Nicholas’s sake, and therein lay the basis 
of the Tsar’s trust in him and the ultimate source of his power and ascendancy. 

Remote from his people, ruling by means of a vast bureaucracy and with the 
mind of an ‘imperial sergeant-major’, Nicholas suppressed free speech and all 
‘western’ ideas, personally censored Pushkin’s Boris Godunov, forbade its print- 
ing for several years, and exiled the poet Lermontov. He invited other intellec- 
tuals and noblemen suspected of holding ‘subversive’ ideas to harangue them at 
the palace, and unless they ‘repented’ would send them off into the Army or to 
Siberia. 

In the Army, soldiers recruited by levy and quota from the village com- 
munes, or supplied by the landowners from among their serfs, continued to 
serve for 25 years, Cruelty and floggings continued, too, with even aristocratic 
cadets punished for a cigarette with ‘a thousand blows with birch rods’ and 
offending plain soldiers beaten senseless or dead while made to run a gauntlet of 
two facing ranks of 1,000 men armed with knouts. 

Under a new Censorship Law every newspaper article had to be approved 
‘by two separate censors, supervised by a third controlling official, who spied on 
both of them.’ With censorship departments in every university and every 
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Ministry, with a new Education Minister, Count Sergei Uvarov, openly pro- 
claiming that it was his object to ‘consolidate in the hands of the government 
the control of all intellectual resources’, anything not conforming to his three 
cherished principles — ‘Orthodoxy, autocracy and nationality’ — was stamped 
out of textbooks and general books. 

‘Teachers of logic had simultaneously to convince their pupils that the laws 
of reason did not exist, and history teachers had to prove that Greece and Rome 
were never republics, but absolute monarchies,’ Alexander Nikitenko, a conser- 
vative liberal who himself served as a censor at St Petersburg University and 
then as a professor, noted in his diary.74 But as the young were irrepressible and 
could not be entirely muzzled or their ideas effectively controlled, Nicholas 
gradually reduced the size of schools and universities and limited the number 
of those allowed to attend them. With widespread fear of denunciations, and 
people afraid of falling into the hands of the ‘white straps’ (the gendarmes of 
the Third Section), Russians learned to hide their thoughts, officials adopted a 
mask of servil-ity, and the whole of Russian society became infested with a phe- 
nomenon best described as ‘cultivated hypocrisy’, making for a stifling atmos- 
phere in which thinking people felt degraded. 

For the next 30 years, in short, Nicholas I not only did his best to hamper 
Russia’s intellectual development but turned his empire and its eventually 70 
million subjects into a ‘land of silence’ or sanctimonious lies. The land problem 
‘always remained present in his mind’.”> Indeed, he kept on his desk a full list 
of the 570 Decembrist insurgents as well as a record of their ideas for social 
reform. He was aware of ‘the flagrant evil of serfdom’ and as Russia’s peasant 
problem worsened with her growing population, he appointed one secret com- 
mission after another to recommend solutions — but carried out only the most 
timid and limited reforms. Afraid of losing the remaining support of the 
nobility whose brightest heads he had eliminated, he was encouraged by Benck- 
endorff’s Third Section to believe that in case of ‘war, diseases, famine... giving 
freedom to the nobles’ peasants may easily provoke grave disturbances.’?° And 
having concealed Pestel’s Russian Law even from Bludow — the author of his 
own Inquiry Commission’s report — Nicholas had it locked up. Pestel’s plan had 
been found by digging up some earth beneath which he had buried his incrimi- 
nating papers. Now it was sealed and buried in some secret archive, to be dis- 
covered and published only 70 years after the execution of ‘the Five’. 

But long before that, the shock caused by the hangings and the brutal repres- 
sion that followed had generated an extraordinary and undying saga of Dec- 
embrist ‘suffering’ and ‘self-sacrifice’ of mythic power and proportions. The 
failure of the dilettantish insurrection was dimmed and outshone by the sheer 
desperate bravura of the rebels in flinging themselves against superior might 
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and impossible odds for the sake of an ideal. Many of the gentlemen-officers 
had expressed contrite repentance, but their depositions and pleas to the Tsar 
were unknown. What was remembered was the dignity with which most of 
them, having willingly risked instant execution or slow death in Siberia, had 
accepted and borne their fate. Already in 1826 the British envoy to St Peters- 
burg, in a report on the abortive revolution, had stated that for all its “lack of 
management’ and ‘head to direct it’, and though it was ‘too premature to answer 
any good purpose... the seeds have been sown which one day must produce 
important consequences.’?7 

And so they did, in the sense that to increasingly restless, continually oppres- 
sed, generations of Russians, the executed as well as the exiles, and the noble 
wives who kept faith with them (later celebrated in Nekrasov’s poem, ‘The 
Decembrist Women’) appeared as selfless and magnificent heroes, heroines and 
‘martyrs’ of the struggle for freedom from tyranny, inspiring thousands of the 
young to engage in revolutionary activities. 

In time to come, 2oth-century Soviet historians were to present the Decem- 
brist rebellion as the beginning of a prolonged revolutionary process that cul- 
minated in the October Revolution; and even Western historians proclaimed it 
as ‘the first act’ in a continuous drama that led to the 1917 Bolshevik take-over. 
Of late, however — and but for the figure of Pestel, whom a Harvard historian in 
1981 rightly singled out as, ‘of all the Decembrists’, the one ‘closest to being a 
precursor of Bolshevism’ — the idea of a direct link between the limited officers’ 
insurrection of 1825 and the events of 1917 has been dismissed as a mixture of 
fact and fiction.?° 

In considering the Decembrist myth, it must be kept in mind that all subse- 
quent 19th-century attempts to stir up a popular revolt in Russia and overthrow 
tsardom failed. It was only the disorganization and the defeat of the Russian 
armies at the start of World War I, coupled with the shortage of bread and 
other basic products, which reduced the Tsarist Empire to anarchy and impo- 
tence, and for the first time created a truly revolutionary situation that brought 
the masses out into the streets and led in March 1917 to the abdication of 
Russia’s last Tsar. Such, however, is the power of myth that as recently as 1988 a 
couple of serious scholars found it necessary to bring back to memory the fact 
that the first attempt ‘to establish a democratic regime in Russia’ — in the elec- 
tions for the Constituent Assembly, which gave the Socialist parties more than 
62 per cent of the vote — was ‘suppressed before it began’ when the Bolshevik 
minority, led by Lenin and Trotsky, dispersed the Constituent Assembly with 
machine guns on the morrow of its first meeting.”9 

But this all lay in the distant future when Pestel and his associates were 
hanged on 13 July 1826. 
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Fathers and Sons: Herzen and Bakunin in Their Youth 


At Premukhino, a few hundred kilometers northwest of Moscow, Michael 
Bakunin celebrated his 12th birthday at the end of May 1826. A tall boy, soon to 
grow ‘strong as an ox’ and one day to become, physically as well as figuratively, 
the towering apostle and hero of international Anarchism — the first Russian to 
preach total revolution and a ‘tornado of destruction’ to set the whole world 
aflame as the only way of purging it of evils, imperfections and injustice — he 
was absorbed in the carefree summer joys of childhood when, some time in 
mid-July, horrifying news reached his parents. A second cousin of his mother, 
Lieutenant Colonel Sergei Muraviev-Apostol, had been executed as one of ‘the 
Five’, hanged on the crosspiece of the gallows like a common criminal. ` 

Michael Bakunin grew up in an idyllic setting. His father’s estate at Premuk- 
hino was comparatively small by Russian standards at the time, but beautifully 
situated in the pastoral part of Tver, today the district of Kalinin. The com- 
fortable one-storey Bakunin house, with its garden and lawns, presided from a 
wooded hillside over the village of Premukhino — whose chief landmark was a 
large church built in memory of the boy’s grandfather — and over more woods 
stretching down to the quiet-flowing Ossuga river. In May the cherries blos- 
somed, and July brought the scent of wild roses. There was a little island where 
Michael and the other Bakunin children had their sport by day, when not 
playing hide-and-seek among the trees or exploring secret groves; there were 
magic summer evenings and moonlight picnics, and early winter nights when 
their father, Count Alexander Bakunin, would read The Swiss Family Robinson 
to his large family gathered round the fire. 

The previous winter, however, a heavy pall of dread and suspense had 
descended on Premukhino. One by one, Captain Nikita Muraviev, a first cousin 
of the Countess Varvara Bakunin, and then the now-executed Sergei Muraviev- 
Apostol, his brother Mattei and Michael Nikolayevich Muraviev, to count only 
her more prominent relatives, had all been imprisoned in the Peter-and-Paul 
Fortress. The Muraviev clan were among Russia’s largest landowners. Varvara 
Bakunin belonged to it through her late father (her stepfather was an equally 
noble Poltoratsky). Back in 1816 Alexander Nikolayevich Muraviev, then a 
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23-year-old colonel and war-hero, had founded the original Union of Salvation. 
Michael Nikolayevich Muraviev, a senior officer on his way to a generalship, was 
a brother of his. He and Sergei Muraviev-Apostol, who were the same age, had 
barely turned 20 when they secretly enrolled among the Union’s first 6 members. 

Few of Russia’s great families had done more than the Muraviev clan to 
foster the revolutionary tendencies which suddenly erupted in the two Decem- 
brist insurrections. At the same time, nothing better reflected the crushing 
political as well as inner difficulties and dilemmas which these aristocratic and 
intensely patriotic Russians had to overcome before deciding to attack a 
century-old autocracy — and to exchange the role of rulers for that of rebels — 
than the fact that Alexander Nikolayevich, the dashing young colonel and 
‘founder’, had shortly afterwards taken flight into religion, turned mystic, and 
severed his subversive connections. 

In addition, Michael Nikolayevich was now to provide in his person a crass 
example of these contrary pulls dividing whole families into fervent reformers 
and brutal oppressors. He strenuously denied his involvement in the Decem- 
brist affair and managed to exculpate himself before the Inquiry Commission. 
Then he switched sides. 

‘There are the Muravievs who hang, and those who are hanged,’ he declared 
— making it clear that he belonged to the former — after he became a general and 
suppressed the Polish 1830-31 rebellion. For his brutal methods then and later, 
he was to be known as ‘Muraviev the Hangman’. Another Muraviev was later to 
extend Russia’s hold along the Amur as far as the Pacific, and yet another to 
serve as Foreign Minister. 

Sergei Muraviev-Apostol, on the other hand, who was second-in-command 
of the Chernohov Regiment in the Ukraine when he was hanged, was a sincere, 
if over-impulsive idealist. Placed under house-arrest after Pestel’s seizure, he 
had escaped together with his brother Mattei and on 29 December — when he 
already knew of the collapse of the revolt in St Petersburg — had advanced with 
800 mutineers in the direction of Kiev, a reckless decision which did much to 
inspire the legend of Decembrist ‘self-sacrifice’ and courageous martyrdom. 
Severely wounded in the artillery bombardment which put an end to his 
venture, Muraviev-Apostol had now, in July 1826, been hanged twice, the first 
time falling blindfolded into the ditch when the rope around his neck broke. 

‘What a wretched country!” he is said to have exclaimed, “They don’t even 
know how to hang properly." But the defiance he showed to the last and 
bequeathed to future revolutionaries as part of the Decembrist ‘spirit’ did not 
lessen the terror inspired at the time by his frightening end. Nor did it lighten 
the atmosphere at Premukhino, any more than did the fact that his St Peters- 
burg kinsman, Captain Nikita Muraviev, who had drafted pamphlets against 
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Tsarist absolutism, had often visited his cousin Varvara at Premukhino. Her 
husband, Count Alexander Bakunin, a former diplomat, is believed to have 
been a member of the defunct Union of Welfare. With the remotest ramifica- 
tions of the Decembrist plot continuing to be stringently investigated, this 
alone was enough to render him suspect. Worse, the vengeful Tsarist retribu- 
tion visited upon the more prominent Decembrists often extended to entire 
families, and Michael Bakunin’s father, though not actively involved in either 
the Northern or the Southern insurrection, felt doubly and trebly exposed for, 
besides his marital ties with the Muraviev rebels, several of them had actually 
aired their subversive plans for years in his own drawing-room. 

The Count had been raised in Italy from the age of 9. Happening to be in 
Paris in 1789, he had witnessed the French Revolution, and according to the 
memoirs of one of his sons, participated in the siege of the Bastille.? This did 
not mean that he was or became a revolutionary himself. But on his return 
home at the start of the century, after serving for years at the Russian Legations 
in Florence and Turin, this highly cultured man — who held a doctorate in phi- 
losophy from Padua University and had been elected to the Academy of Turin 
— impressed the provincial gentry of Tver with his liberal Western ideas. Even- 
tually, in 1810, when he was 42, he met Varvara Muraviev — a vivacious beauty 
who could have been his daughter (she was only 18) — and after a coup de foudre 
summer romance married her the same autumn. 

The couple left for Tver, where the Grand Duchess Catherine, Tsar Alexan- 
der’s sister, had set up her court for the winter. The Grand Duchess was an 
arrogant and very sharp-tongued lady — during the Tsar’s 1814 London visit 
she was to stop the band playing at a Carlton House dinner with the Prince- 
Regent ‘because music always makes me vomit’3 — but Alexander and Varvara 
Bakunin honeymooned there over the winter in resplendent company. It was 
the young woman’s last great social fling, for after she returned to Premukhino 
at the beginning of 1811, she bore no fewer than 11 children between then and 
1824. The last-born died at the age of two in 1826, the year of the Decembrist 
executions, leaving the Bakunins with 4 daughters and 6 sons. Although their 
father’s liberal ideas had been shaken by Napoleon’s brutal invasion of Russia, 
he remained a humanist. In love with the countryside, he had settled down to a 
squire’s sedate life and had spent the decade and a half during which his wife 
was busy childbearing quietly improving his estate, turning it ~ with its park- 
like setting, its flower gardens, fruit orchards, lawns, pond, river and woodland 
— into a charming ‘nobleman’s nest’. A man of scholarly inclinations, he kept a 
well-stocked library and some of Tver’s intelligentsia gathered in his drawing- 
room for musical soirées, or to discuss local politics, the latest changes in 
Europe, Russian and French literature and German philosophical ideas. 
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Premukhino’s intellectual ambience and serene rustic setting have led at least 
one modern historian to compare it to Madame de Staél’s famous retreat at 
Coppet. Obviously it would not have aroused any special interest if Michael 
Bakunin had not emerged from this splendid natural setting and ideal play- 
ground as a prophet of universal conflagration. 

Michael’s childhood was a perfectly happy one. Nothing predicted the fact 
that he would become a firebrand agitator and master-conspirator, the first 
Russian ‘to conceive social revolution in cosmic terms and on an international 
scale.’ Whether because of their father’s stories of sunlit Italy, or because of 
the carefree life they enjoyed at Premukhino, with its ancient ivy, its sawmill, its 
meandering river and serene flow of seasons, the Bakunin children felt (as 
Michael’s brother Paul later declared) that they ‘grew up in Russia, but under a 
clear Italian sky. Everything about us breathed a happiness such as is difficult to 
find on earth.” 

Michael himself was later to write an extraordinary testimonial to his father, 
praising him for having inculcated in his children ‘a feeling for the good and the 
beautiful’, a love for truth, a ‘feeling of proud independence and freedom. You 
did it because you loved us, and we were devoted to you heart and soul.’ 
Indeed, Alexander Bakunin always found time to listen to the chatter of his 
young brood, to take his older children on long strolls, to chat with them about 
nature, make them look for rare plants, tell them historical anecdotes and 
awaken sundry interests in them. When Michael was 23 he was to put down on 
paper what it meant to him to bask in his father’s loving care: “Yes, dear father, 
memories about you and the love for you, about the Premukhino house, the 
garden and all its surroundings, about the love of nature and the pleasures of 
nature, and about our childhood — all this is merged in one, all this comprises 
our inalienable treasure and the best period of our family life.” 

There were some 500 serfs on the Bakunin estate. Michael’s father, on his 
return from abroad imbued with progressive Western ideas, had offered them a 
kind of charter or ‘constitution’. But they would not hear of it. Like other 
Russian intellectuals disappointed with some of the things they had seen in 
Western Europe, Count Bakunin began to feel that hurried imitation of the 
West might do Russia more harm than good. And those of his liberal ideas that 
survived the Napoleonic invasion had gradually given way to an intense Russian 
patriotism. He and Captain Nikita Muraviev had often discussed the tricky 
question of Russia’s serfs and her land problem, which between them had no 
parallel in the world. He thus knew something about the long-nursed ideas of 
the Decembrists. But as a former diplomat he was wary of illegality, and with a 
large family to consider, he had been doubly careful to stay out of any adventur- 
ous conspiracies. 
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Whatever part he had played in the storming of the Bastille, his adventurous 
days were over and his temperament, age, training and the tranquil happiness of 
his environment had all inclined him to advocate prudence to his wife’s hot- 
headed cousins. Nor had Nikita or any of the other Muravievs given him notice 
when, on the spur of the moment, they had decided to strike in St Petersburg 
and the Ukraine. 

His wife, affected by the fate of her Muraviev relatives and still relatively 
young, clung to her husband and fervently supported his new attitude. For all 
her child-bearing, she remained a good-looking, attractive woman. Besides 
greatly enjoying her loving attentions, the count was delighted to watch the 
nymph-like grace of his two demure adolescent daughters, Lyubov, approach- 
ing 16, and Varvara 14 — henceforth, to distinguish her from her mother, to be 
called by her pet-name, Varinka. He took pleasure in hearing the house ringing 
with the giggles, cries and bustle of the rest of his girls and boys. Giving him- 
self over entirely to the charm of his rustic retreat and the pleasures of family 
life, he declared in a lyrical prose poem, ‘When, at the evening hour, the whole 
family is gathered together like a swarm of bees, then I am happier than a king.’ 

He went on collecting the obrok the serfs had to pay their master — in money 
or kind, in lieu of giving him their labour — but, cultured aristocrat that he was, 
he took time off from his affairs to supervise the education of his children. Like 
Heine’s mother, Count Bakunin was a believer in Rousseau, but having less 
reason to be anxious about the future of his offspring, had decided early in his 
marriage to educate them not by parental authority, but by means of ‘tender- 
ness, affection and indulgence’, through ‘advice, example and reason’;® and he 
personally taught his children history, geography, natural science and religion, 
devoting special attention to his eldest boy. 

At 12, Michael Bakunin was also being privately tutored in Russian, French 
and German. He had teachers for other subjects, and was receiving some 
English lessons as well. He learned to play the violin, was taught to draw (and at 
16 and 17 did two accomplished self-portraits). His sisters had piano or harp 
lessons and the elder children often played, hummed or sang together. 

By Michael’s own later testimony, his father rarely scolded him or the other 
children and hardly ever punished them. As far as humanly possible, Count 
Bakunin was, or tried to be, the ideal father. Yet, permissive to a degree, he 
instilled in them his own sense of duty, and, presiding over his family like a 
gentle but firm patriarch, tried to impart to them his belief in the virtues of 
honesty and industrious work harmonized with the enjoyment of life. 

Because his eldest son Michael was later to praise ‘the glory’ of the Decem- 
brist ‘heroes, martyrs of our liberty, prophets of our future... our salvation, our 
light, source of our inspiration’,? it was sometimes to be claimed that the events 
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of 1825-26 represented the boy’s ‘revolutionary baptism’. In fact, neither the 
wholesale persecution of hundreds of Decembrist families, nor the impact of 
the hanging of his mother’s cousin and the deportation of other Muravievs, 
aroused in Michael any adolescent impulse to identify with the victims. In the 
new atmosphere at Premukhino he felt no particular sympathy for the rebels. 
His grandfather had been a violent man of giant stature. Holding the minor 
rank of state councillor under Catherine the Great, he had once, in a fit of rage, 
bodily lifted a coachman from his box and thrown him into the river. Michael, 
who inherited his strong physique, showed no such tendencies. He was, on the 
contrary, a boy of gentle disposition, sensitive to beauty, the arts and the softer, 
spiritual values now being cultivated by his father in Premukhino. 

The Bakunin family was deeply religious. On his father’s side, Michael had 
three extremely devout maiden aunts and his father, too, strictly observed all 
Russian Orthodox Church rituals. Michael later referred to the indelible impact 
made on him by the fervour and pathos of the ‘ineffable, glorious’ Holy Week 
ceremonies: “These incidents seem insignificant, but they penetrated deeply 
into our souls,’'° 

He was loved by all his siblings, and nothing at this stage suggested to them 
or to his parents that they were nursing in their midst no mere future atheist 
and rebel, but a ‘mutineer of the pure will and act’, an apostle of destruction 
who — when not in fetters, awaiting execution or the Tsar’s pardon in Siberia — 
would spread subversion wherever he went and launch such incendiary visions 
as having ‘the whole of Europe, with Petersburg, Paris and London, trans- 
formed into a giant rubbish-heap.’ 

Not until he was 19 did young Bakunin show any rebellious instincts, and 
then he would direct them against his father. 


But already in 1826, immediately after the hanging of ‘the Five’, another, only 
slightly older, boy had sworn to avenge the ‘murdered’ Decembrists. He did so 
at the Kremlin, while kneeling with his father among prostrated ranks of high 
dignitaries at the solemn Thanksgiving Service held in Moscow to celebrate the 
new Tsar’s victory over the impractical insurgents 

‘In the midst of the Kremlin’, he was to recall, ‘the Metropolitan Philaret 
thanked God for the murders. The whole of the Royal Family’ ~ except Nicho- 
las I himself, who had yet to arrive in the city for his festive coronation — ‘took 
part in the service, near them the Senate and the Ministers and in the immense 
space around, packed masses of the Guards knelt bareheaded; they also joined 
in the prayers. Cannon roared from the walls of the Kremlin.’"" 

The boy listening to the service was 14 years old. He came from the Yakovlev 
clan of nobles, whose ancestry went back to the 15th century when the Grand 
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Duke and first ‘Tsar’ Ivan III and his Greek-born wife Zoe-Sophia, adopting 
Byzantine pageantry at the court of the new-born Russian Empire and proclaim- 
ing Moscow to be ‘the third and last Rome’ (after the fall of both the first and the 
second — Constantinople), had built the Kremlin Square with the cathedral in 
which the 1826 service took place.’* On the spot, ‘before that altar defiled by 
bloody rites’, the boy dedicated himself ‘to the struggle with that throne, with 
that altar, with those cannon.’ 

The Yakovlevs were also distantly related to the Romanov dynasty which had 
occupied ‘that throne’ since 1613 and was to be in charge of Russia’s destinies 
for altogether 300 years until the Bolshevik Revolution. In the 18th century 
the boy’s grandfather, Alexis Alexandrovich Yakovlev, married to a Princess 
Meshchersky, had been president of the College of Justice and director of the 
Imperial Mint. The boy’s father, Ivan Yakovlev, had retired from the famous 
Izmaylovsky Guards with the rank of captain at the age of 31, and a few years 
later — in 1801 — had left Russia and spent the next 10 years moving leisurely 
‘from one country to another’, while Napoleon’s armies were invading them all. 
Part of the time he had travelled in the company of the beautiful and notorious 
Olga Zherebtsov — a sister of Catherine the Great’s last lover Platon Zubov — 
and had otherwise mingled with the best society in Italy, France and Germany, 
where his brother Lev was the Tsar’s ambassador to King Jérôme of Westphalia. 

Before going abroad, Ivan Yakovlev had fathered a sickly illegitimate boy 
called Yegor by a serf-girl on one of his estates. When he finally returned home 
late in 1811, aged 45, he brought back with him a pregnant 16-year-old mis- 
tress, Luisa Haag, whom he had met at his brother’s Russian embassy in Cassel. 
The runaway daughter of a minor German official, she had, in unknown cir- 
cumstances, been given ‘asylum’ from her parents at the ambassador’s resi- 
dence, against ‘the nominal duty of pouring the morning coffee.’ "3 

Ivan Yakovlev was an unemotional man who, in ro years, had shown not the 
slightest interest in the son he had left behind in Russia. But with Napoleon in 
full flow across the Continent, he reluctantly gave in to the girl’s pleadings and 
smuggled her across the Russian frontier disguised as a boy. 

In Moscow, he temporarily installed Luisa Haag in the house of his eldest 
brother, Alexander Yakovlev, who had once held the post of Procurator of Rus- 
sia’s Holy Synod, but had been dismissed from this high position and banished 
from St Petersburg after creating a disturbance and actually coming to blows 
with another dignitary at an official dinner. In Moscow he presided over a ‘great 
library’ and a ‘regular harem of serf-girls’ in separate wings of a large house, 
and when not busy terrorizing the peasants on his estates, amused himself 
playing games with a collection of bought medals and ‘decorations he might 


have received’. 
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It was in April 1812, in the sprawling establishment of this queer and lecher- 
ous character of uncontrolled temper — believed to have inspired Dostoyevsky’s 
portrait of Fyodor Pavlovich in The Brothers Karamazov — that Luisa Haag 
gave birth to Ivan Yakovlev’s second son. Whether Ivan Yakovlev had married 
her in Germany and chose for whatever reasons not to repeat the marriage cere- 
mony in Russian Church style, or whether he in fact never married her at all, 
she never became his wife, legally or socially, in Russia.“4 

Ivan Yakovlev’s second son, like the first, therefore remained illegitimate. He 
was the boy ‘in the midst of the Kremlin’ in 1826, who was to become that cele- 
brated and wealthy godfather of r9th-century Russian Socialism, Alexander 
Ivanovich Herzen, one of the most fascinating personalities of his age. The 
patronymic Ivanovich may have indicated his father’s intention to adopt him as 
his ward.'5 The name Herzen, derived from the German word for ‘heart’ — 
which his father also gave to his half-brother Yegor — may have been a private 
joke alluding to the momentary sentiment in which he had unintentionally 
begotten them. For Ivan Yakovlev, who cared little for his first son but was to 
give the second whatever affection he was capable of, was also a sarcastic man 
with a caustic sense of humour. 

Alexander Herzen’s stormy life was marked from the outset by adventure. 
He was barely 5 months old when Napoleon entered Moscow with his armies 
and the ‘great fire’ which was to devour three-quarters of the city began. Ivan 
Yakovlev and Luisa Haag, with the baby and several servants, set out from the 
burning house of Ivan’s aunt, the Princess Meshchersky, and moved between 
crackling trees on the Tverskoye Boulevard towards that of his brother-in-law, 
Golokhvastsov, only to find it too on fire. In the garden behind the house they 
were attacked by a mob of soldiers, one of whom struck Golokhvastsov in his 
face with a sword, 

Another grabbed the child from the arms of his nurse and tore off his baby- 
clothes to search them for hidden diamonds. A fight between a drunken servant 
who had got hold of a sabre and a French dragoon who was about to steal a 
horse ended with the servant pushing the dragoon alive into a lime pit. Fleeing 
for their lives, the party, ‘masters and servants all together’, finally sat down ina 
corner of the Tverskoye Square and the baby spent the cold night, opaque with 
smoke, wrapped in ‘a piece of green baize’ torn from a billiard table. 

In the morning more fires raged and the very air of Moscow became ‘insu- 
fferably hot’. But in the midst of more dreadful scenes, that day brought the 
great moment in the life of Herzen’s father which resulted in his meeting 
Napoleon face to face and being given the curious mission which was to earn 
‘Captain Yakovlev’ brief mention in two places in Tolstoy’s War and Peace.'® 
Yakovlev heard from an Italian officer that one of Napoleon’s commanders in 
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Moscow was Marshal Mortier, whom he had met during his stay in Paris. 
Speaking to the Italian in his native tongue, he asked him to inform Mortier of 
his family’s plight. The upshot, as Herzen was to hear it described over and 
over again during his childhood, was that the whole famished Yakovlev party 
huddling in Tverskoye Square were taken into a shop where masters and ser- 
vants fed on ‘dates, figs, and almonds’ as well as ‘the choicest tea’; and next they 
were given ‘a room in the Governor-General’s house’, whose maitre d’hétel 
‘even sent us wine.’ 

For Marshal Mortier had found the opportunity to inform Napoleon, and 
Ivan Yakovlev was summoned to his presence. As Herzen was to evoke the 
scene decades later, his father, ‘who worshipped decorum’, made his appear- 
ance in the throne room of the Kremlin Palace ‘without his wig, in high boots 
that had not been cleaned for several days, with dirty linen and unshaven chin.’ 
Napoleon gave him a long speech, expounding on his magnanimity and peace- 
ful inclinations, and made Yakovlev engage himself upon his honour to try and 
cross the Russian lines and deliver a personal message from the Emperor to the 
Tsar. In return, he was given a safe-conduct for his family to leave the smoking 
city. ‘At four o’clock one morning’, Mortier sent an adjutant ‘to summon my 
father to the Kremlin... Napoleon took a sealed letter that was lying on the 
table, handed it to him, and said, bowing him out: “I rely on your word of hon- 
our.” On the envelope was written: “A mon frère, l’Empéreur Alexandre.” 

“The permit given to my father has survived... An open wagonette was given 
us for the wounded old man [Yakovlev’s brother-in-law], my mother and my 
nurse; the others walked. A few Uhlans escorted us on horseback as far as the 
Russian rearguard... A minute later the Cossacks surrounded the strange refu- 
gees.’ Yakovlev, with a dragoon escort provided by one of the Russian generals, 
set out for St Petersburg. There he was to spend weeks under house arrest at 
the home of the War Minister, Arakcheyev, awaiting the Tsar’s decision whe- 
ther to punish him for contact with the enemy. 

Nothing came of the mission entrusted to him by Napoleon. The Tsar ref- 
used to receive the former ‘Captain Yakovlev’ or to reply to Napoleon’s mes- 
sage, which had been passed on to him by Arakcheyev. Its only result was that it 
enabled Yakovlev, who, for 15 years after leaving his regiment and for another 34 
until the day he died, never did a normal day’s work, to save his family and 
some of his household from perishing in the fire of Moscow. 

Seventeen-year-old Luisa Haag, her infant and the rest of Yakovlev’s rela- 
tives and servants had been taken to one of his villages at Yaroslavl, where they 
settled down in a peasant hut. There his brother-in-law, Golokhvastov, died of a 
stroke, and his baby son slept on a cold bench partly covered with snow that 
kept drifting in through a crack in a window. 
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Ivan Yakovlev himself, ordered to retire to the country until further notice, 
joined them there before the end of October 1812. He moved them to another 
of his estates, where he had a house, and about a year after the ‘great fire’ was 
allowed to return to Moscow. 

Herzen, looked after by two nurses, grew up in a mansion staffed by some 60 
male and female house-serfs — maids, laundresses, married couples, besides boys 
and girls ‘being trained in their duties’ — and then educated by a string of 
private Russian and French tutors. On his birthdays the ballroom doors were 
thrown open and to the sound of music ‘serf-boys dressed up as Turks’ entered 
with trays of sweets. He was presented with toys and costly presents, then a 
puppet show was put on for his entertainment. On summer visits to one of the 
large Yakovlev estates at Vasilevskoye, the village headman, ‘the priest, his wife, 
the church-servitors, the house-serfs,’ etc., were always on hand to greet the 
family’s arrival. The village was surrounded by forests and vast quivering corn 
fields, and little Herzen spent enchanted summers playing and romping about, 
building dams on a nearby river or reading under a lime tree, and every evening 
he was allowed to fire a small but real cannon. 

He was pampered by his father, by his mother, and by his uncle Lev Yakov- 
lev. Upon his return to Moscow, this former ambassador to the dissolved court 
of Westphalia was elected to the Senate and moved into his brother’s mansion. 
But the boy’s father, his mother and the Senator all lived in separate apartments 
of the great house. And ‘Captain’ Ivan Yakovlev, who in his smart young days 
had turned many a lady’s head with his intelligence, wit and sarcastic charm, 
became increasingly, morbidly preoccupied with his real or imaginary illnesses. 
Idle, discontented, given to a peculiar blend of hypochondriacal self-pity and 
irascibility, and a great stickler for etiquette, he exasperated his family and his 
huge household staff with his barbed remarks and his mocking way of putting 
everyone in the wrong. 

The boy’s mother was barely 21 when Ivan turned 50. A stranger to Russia in 
spite of now being called Luisa Ivanovna, she bore the brunt of his spleen. 
Weak-willed, gentle, dominated by his superior education and worldliness as 
much as by his age — and irregulaly positioned between the serfs, who regarded 
her as the titular mistress of the household, and Ivan, who treated her as some- 
thing like a concubine-cum-nurse — she lived in a kind of formal and legal 
limbo, suffered his criticism and his crotchets, and ministered to his needs and 
wants with cheerful resignation, having little alternative or perhaps not 
knowing better. 

On solemn occasions, the boy was taken to his father’s 80-year-old maiden 
aunt, the Princess Meshchersky, a noble, wax-like figure whose youth passed 
away before the days of Catherine the Great. The entire milieu in which he 
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grew up seemed invented by a writer of grotesque fiction. His uncle, who held 
various honorific appointments — including that of ‘Court Chamberlain’ to 
Moscow’s non-existent court — kept tirelessly, artificially busy, hurrying from 
the Senate to committee meetings of various benevolent societies and then 
home and to the English Club, or a French play, or to some ball, dinner, recep- 
tion or other function, whether of ‘a medical or fire insurance society, or of the 
Society of Natural Philosophy.’ The Senator and his brother could barely stand 
each other. Their elder sister, the Princess Khovansky, was a formidable- 
looking woman, but all three of them were afraid of their malevolent brother, 
Alexander Yakovlev, the one-time Procurator of the Holy Synod. This vindic- 
tive old man, who amused himself with endless lawsuits (one, over a violin, 
went on for 30 years), kept his bastard children separate from their mothers in 
the ‘harem’, allowing them to see each other only on holidays. 

None of the three Yakovlev brothers ever formed any lasting human attach- 
ment, marital or otherwise. The Senator — the only one in whom the boy sensed 
‘some degree of human feeling and a certain warmth of heart’ — remained a 
life-long bachelor, rousting about town to a ripe old age. Herzen’s father, on the 
other hand, hardly ever went out; but, unlike the fierce former Procurator, who 
relieved his ‘solitary’ retirement with a whole troop of serf-women, veteran 
paramours and younger ‘odalisques’, enjoying every minute of his quarrelsome 
and debauched life, Ivan Yakovlev spent his days in an atmosphere of conta- 
gious gloom and ill-temper, which eventually caused the Senator to move into a 
house of his own. After that, Herzen’s father, too, bought a new house, but 
every house the family lived in soon came to reflect his morose personality: 
‘The walls, the furniture, the servants, everything bore a look of discontent and 
suspicion.... The unnatural stillness, the whispers and cautious footsteps of the 
servants, did not suggest attentive solicitude, but oppression and terror.’'7 

The Moscow News Ivan Yakovlev read with his morning coffee had to be 
warmed to take out the dampness before he touched it; then he would use every 
farcical pretext to berate his staff, quarrel with his valet, or criticize the cook’s 
purchases or his proposed menu. Except for some hours it took him to go over 
his accounts, send instructions to his villages, see his doctor or receive occa- 
sional visitors for tea, he had the rest of the day free for his household tyranny, 
which went on unabated until it was time for his nightly routine of ‘washings, 
fomentations and medicines’; and he was so fussy over his health that he 
allowed no books or furniture to be moved in his bedroom, ‘nor the windows 
opened for years.’ 

One day Alexander overheard a Russian general talking to his father about 
‘your young man’ and pricked up his ears: they were discussing his future. 
Hearing a reference to his ‘false position’, the 8-year-old boy suddenly realized 
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that there was some mystery about his birth. He became increasingly aware of 
his father’s capricious temper, and things which up to then had seemed to him 
normal, such as that everyone, including his mother, should be afraid of his 
father, began to appear in a new light. Listening with a new ear to stray, com- 
miserating remarks by the servants about their young mistress’s poor fate, he 
gathered in almost no time — without asking a single question, and keeping his 
shock to himself ~ sufficient information to comprehend both his mother’s lack 
of regular marital status, and therefore of any status in society, and the fact of 
his own illegitimate birth. 

Ivan Yakovlev was painfully aware of his own peevish nature, hated the 
world, distrusted everyone and was dissatisfied with himself. The more con- 
scious he was of the chill he exuded, the more helplessly cold and mocking 
became his manner. If he had originally placed the young Luisa Haag in a sepa- 
rate apartment because of her ambiguous status, the division of the living quar- 
ters also satisfied Yakovlev’s desire to be left alone and the misanthropic 
inclinations he shared with his brothers. Many years later, Herzen was to realize 
that ‘the old man’s heart was more open to love and even tenderness’ than he 
thought as a boy. Nevertheless, he was an estranged, lonely child, nursing what 
was to grow into a hidden resentment against his father for neglecting to legit- 
imize him. 

His elder half-brother, Yegor, had an incurable disease and was ‘always in the 
hands of the surgeons’. Herzen, growing up without playmates, began to play 
‘with the house-serf boys, which was strictly forbidden.’ But he felt he owed 
less filial obedience than a legitimate son. The servants’ hall, in the part of the 
house occupied by his mother, became his refuge from his father’s cheerless 
carping and acrimonious presence. There he could behave with complete 
liberty and enjoy himself. Mixing in the discussions of the maids and manser- 
vants, he got to know ‘all their intimate affairs’, joined the domestic guerilla 
tactics they sometimes employed against his father, and never dropped ‘a word 
in the drawing-room about the secrets of the servants’ hall.’ 

The Yakovlev house-serfs were flogged only in rare and extreme instances. 
But they could be punished by being sent off as soldiers for 20 years, and when 
this happened there were tragedies. In the servants’ hall Herzen gained an 
invaluable insight into the ‘downstairs’ reality beneath the surface of Tsarist 
society with its gilded drawing-rooms and patriarchal estates. Coupled with his 
later political imprisonment, this was to enable him to give the Western public 
— or the interested section of it — an unexcelled and at that time unknown 
picture of r9th-century conditions in Russia. As a bastard child he was 
perhaps more sensitive than others to injustice, and on one occasion, seeing an 
agent of his father’s beating an old peasant in the courtyard, he was so furious 
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that he ‘clutched him by the beard and fainted.’ In the servants’ hall, in short, 
he developed ‘an invincible hatred for every form of slavery and every form of 
tyranny.’ 

He found another refuge and distraction in books. His father, who had a 
huge library and in his own crotchety way was trying to do his best for him, 
encouraged him to read. From French books and Schiller’s writings — not to 
mention his tail-coated, guardedly revolutionary French tutor, Bouchot — he 
began to discover the ideas of liberty and equality. 

When the Decembrists struck in the winter of 1825 Herzen was among the 
first in Moscow to hear of the revolt in Senate Square from a friend of his 
father’s, General Komarovsky, who dropped in with details of the bloody sup- 
pression of the uprising. This and the mass arrests, trial, hangings and deporta- 
tions which followed affected him deeply. There was a rebellious fire in him, 
and though at 14 he had only a vague idea of what it all meant politically, he 
perceived the action of the rebels as a high-minded gesture of protest against a 
vast, pervading wrong — thus grasping instinctively that idealistic feature of the 
event which was to impress itself with the force of a myth on the minds of most 
cultured Russians. The hanging of ‘the Five’ shook him for ever out of his 
‘childish dreams’ of liberty, equality, and so forth: his life, indeed, was to prove 
that he meant every word of the youthful oath he took in the midst of the 
packed Thanksgiving ser-vice at the Kremlin. 

Unable to communicate his new ideas to his father, and having no close 
friends to discuss them with, the adolescent Herzen mentioned them to a young 
prince of his acquaintance. The latter, hearing of Bouchot’s verdict that Louis 
XVI had been justly executed as a ‘traitor to his country’, was scandalized. ‘But 
you know, he was God’s anointed!” he blandly closed the argument, whereupon 
Herzen dropped him. Finally confiding in his Russian tutor, he was surprised 
when this man began to give him ‘much-soiled’, handwritten copies of Ryle- 
yev’s poems and Pushkin’s ‘Ode to Freedom’ which were being passed from 
hand to hand — the way the samidzat writings of Soviet dissidents would be a 
century and a half later — and read in secret. 

Then Herzen met Nicholas (‘Nick’) Ogarev, a gentle boy who was likewise 
reading Pushkin’s and Ryleyev’s unpublished poems. Ogarev was 15 years old 
in 1828 when, accompanied by his German tutor, he happened to be visiting 
Alexander Herzen. Ivan Yakovlev, in a rare show of spontaneity, invited them 
all for an after-dinner drive into the country. After an hour or so, the party left 
the carriage at Luzhniki and crossed the Moskva river in a boat. While Herzen’s 
father walked slowly with the German, the two boys raced ahead and ran up to 
the top of the Sparrow Hills. Below, stretched a unique view of Moscow, its 
cupolas glittering in the sunset. There they joined in a solemn oath and ‘vowed 
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in sight of all Moscow to sacrifice our lives to the struggle’ begun by the 
Decembrists. 

Nick Ogarey, a rich landowner’s son, was another lonesome boy. His mother 
had died young. His father, who was an invalid, had retired to one of his estates 
in the province of Penza, leaving the German to look after the boy in a general 
way. Like Herzen, Nick had private tutors and a personal valet and had grown 
up surrounded by servants. Shy, sensitive, a budding poet and highly impres- 
sionable, he suffered pangs of conscience at the sight of the iniquities and 
inequality around him, and though he later gave up one of the family estates as 
soon as he inherited it, the idea that he lived in wealth and comfort on the sweat 
of others never ceased to plague him. ‘What is a man to do’, he once exclaimed, 
‘who feels overcome by grief at his own position, brought about by heredity and 
not through work?’ 

Ogarev, in short, was ashamed of being rich and hated the injustice inherent 
in his feudal privileges and luxurious upbringing. Drawn by common sympa- 
thies and a common cause, the two boys played games together, smoked cigars 
when alone in Herzen’s room and sometimes got drunk on punch and Push- 
kin’s poetry in Ogarev’s large, and largely empty, house. 

Starting in 1829, Herzen, followed by a footman, walked every day to Mos- 
cow University. He was nearly 18, but his father insisted that the footman, after 
sitting through lectures in the corridor of the Mathematics and Physics Dep- 
artment, escort his son home or wherever he went. Not until he was 21 was 
Herzen allowed to be out after 10:30 in the evening. Ogarev enrolled at the uni- 
versity shortly afterwards and these two inseparable companions, sworn to the 
Decembrist ‘struggle’, immediately began to look for sympathizers. 

Moscow’s 700 students — all wearing uniforms, though no longer swords, as 
in the past — were strictly supervised, and anyone suspected of carrying on ‘cri- 
minal conversations’ was liable to be seized at night and disappear. Nicholas I 
regarded the university as a ‘hotbed of depravity’. He would personally interro- 
gate students guilty of lampooning his regime or his person and send them off 
to atone indefinitely in the army, or beyond the Urals, where they often died 
before he got round to reviewing their cases. 

Ogarev and a friend of his sang the Marseillaise outside a Moscow theatre and 
were placed under police surveillance. Herzen had spent nearly a week in prison 
when he was only 17. Sunguroy, an older student who tried to organize a political 
society, was sentenced to hard labour in Siberia, from where he never returned. 
His two small estates were confiscated and his wife was kept for 6 months in jail, 
where one of her babies died. Sungurov’s fate frightened the students. 

Herzen and Ogarey, having only vague political ideas, could not have formed 
a subversive organization even if they had wanted to. But gradually they 
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became the leaders of a small, informal group of youngsters who circulated 
manuscript copies of prohibited poems, argued in favour of a constitution and a 
republic, drank to the success of the July Revolution and engaged in small ges- 
tures ‘against tyranny’. 

‘The first to raise their heads were children,’ Herzen later recalled. ‘The 
savage punishment inflicted on boys of sixteen and seventeen served as a stern 
lesson’ of the dangers of ‘playing at conspiracy’, but children were unable to 
look silently ‘at the hundreds of Poles clanking their fetters in Vladimir road, at 
serfdom, at the soldiers flogged in the Khodynsky Field...’ 

With a Censorship Department and secret police surveillance at every uni- 
versity, there was little young students and /ycée boys could do by way of orga- 
nized opposition. But the very act of braving the authorities by singing the 
Marseillaise or discussing Schiller and passing around copies of Pushkin and 
Ryleyev made them proud and defiant as the guardians of a cowed generation. 
Indeed, until the ‘conspiracy’ for which Dostoyevsky ran afoul of the authori- 
ties nearly 20 years later, the small, youthfully reckless voice of Herzen’s coterie 
of ‘children’ was to be the only one to disturb the compliance and general ser- 
vility with which Russian society submitted to Tsar Nicholas’s increasingly 
heavy-handed rule in the aftermath of the Decembrist rebellion. 

At 19 Herzen fell in love. It was, one might say, almost natural that his feel- 
ings should blossom for a girl who shared his devotion to the ‘struggle’. Lud- 
milla Passek, whose father had once been deported to Siberia and forgotten 
there for more than 20 years, had spent most of her young life in hunger and 
deprivation. Victims of an earlier Tsar’s arbitrariness, her whole family knew 
the kind of persecution that was now the lot of the Decembrists and their sym- 
pathizers. Herzen described their youthful first love: ‘We dreamed together of 
the future — of exile, of prison, for she was ready for anything... and I used to 
fancy how she would accompany me to the Siberian mines.’ 

Ironically, what so impressed these and later would-be martyrs — i.e., the 
bravura gesture of the Decembrist noblemen in risking their lives and all for 
the sake, among others, of liberating the serfs — had hardly caused a stir or 
hopes of salvation among the vast millions of Russia’s peasantry. The peasants 
believed, on the contrary, that the Tsar was on their side and only biding his 
time to overcome the machinations of the nobility, the clergy, his Ministers 
and all the ranks of the bureaucracy — down to the village police — who stood 
between them and the remote throne before he would abolish their forced 
labour and set them completely free. 

To Herzen and Ogarev, on the other hand, the same gesture augured the lib- 
eration of the Russian people. They regarded themselves as ‘sons of the Decem- 
brists’. This was not the case with young Michael Bakunin. In later years, he was 
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to inveigh against the evils of ‘law and order’, attack inherited wealth and pro- 
claim that ‘over the whole surface of the civilized world’ governments were 
employing ‘base and criminal means to fleece their peoples and keep them per- 
manently enslaved.’ But as an adolescent in 1828 he felt no pangs about the hun- 
dreds of serfs slaving at Premukhino to produce the wealth which afforded him 
the comforts and pleasures he enjoyed. Unlike Herzen, a rebel at 14, absorbed 
‘day and night’ by political dreams, Bakunin was disturbed in his puberty by no 
such preoccupations. Nor was he bothered by any early stirrings of social con- 
science, such as would make Ogarev cry out that he did not wish to be rich, but 
yearned ‘to turn to the people’ and work with them for their salvation. 

At 14, after an untroubled childhood, Michael Bakunin was enjoying a lei- 
surely, happy boyhood — studying, playing the violin, browsing in his father’s 
library, roaming the fields and orchards, singing Au clair de la lune with his 
sisters and brothers on enchanted evenings, picnicking in the woods or by the 
Ossuga river, and otherwise disporting himself in the idyllic country paradise 
of Premukhino. He was an intelligent, wide-awake and lusty boy, loved, listened 
to and admired by the four sisters closest to him in age — Lyubov (16), Varinka 
(15), Tatyana (13) and Alexandra (12) — while his five young brothers, born in a 
row and ranging in age from 1o to 5 (Nicholas, Ilya, Paul, Alexander and Alexis) 
looked up to him. 

Besides being a natural leader, Michael enjoyed the double advantage of 
being not only the eldest son in the family but the only male among 4 adolescent 
girls. He was thus, in Edmund Wilson’s phrase, able ‘to dominate his sisters by 
his sex’ — with consequences which will be seen — and his brothers ‘by his age’.'8 
The Bakunin girls were well-read. Romantically preoccupied with matters of 
‘the soul? and apparently modelling themselves on their three pious maiden 
aunts, they made ‘a cult of their inner life’. Michael, emotionally sensitive and 
mentally as well developed as he was physically, became their fellow-explorer in 
the search and ‘striving towards unattainable truth’.'? Eventually he was to 
dominate their minds completely. 

In autumn 1828 he was due to leave for the Tsar’s Artillery School in St 
Petersburg. Unlike Herzen, who lost any enthusiasm for uniforms and medals 
he had felt as a child, there was no question in Michael’s mind that, as the eldest 
son of a nobleman, he was destined for a military career. 

After a year’s preliminary training, he became an artillery cadet in St Peters- 
burg. The letters he sent home were as patriotic as his father could have wished. 
They resounded with love of the ‘fatherland’; but at the same time were 
harping constantly on his terrible loneliness. Away from his large family, out of 
the lovely ‘nobleman’s nest’ and into the rigours of military discipline, he felt 
frightfully unhappy. In letter after letter this young man, who was later to jump 
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from one European revolution to another, bewailed his fate and — even as he was 
assuring his parents that the Russians ‘love their fatherland, revere their Tsar, 
his will is their law’ — swore to his sisters that he was ready to forgo ‘forever the 
chance of seeing any capital in the world’ in exchange for being back in Pre- 
mukhino.”° 

A couple of years later the future hero of the Dresden revolt and would-be 
‘leader of an international rebel army’ was to write to his father point-blank 
that he absolutely lacked ‘that heroism, that courage, that leads one to seek 
danger.’*! The fact was that in St Petersburg he underwent one long crisis and 
found out several things about himself. 

‘Pure and virginal’ in soul and imagination, ‘untainted by any evil’, this is 
how (as he put it later) he had left Premukhino. ‘In the Artillery School I 
quickly came to know all the dark, filthy, vile side of life.” Though he managed 
‘not to fall into the vices’ of which he was a ‘frequent spectator... I scon got into 
the habit of lying,’ which was not considered dishonourable by the cadets.” 

Young Bakunin was sexually impotent, as he discovered to his dismay when 
he was 16 or 17. At the Artillery School he was thrown together with young 
males who relieved the harsh discipline by taking more than a healthy interest in 
drinking and whoring; ‘wine, cards and other occupations which modesty does 
not permit me to mention,’ he wrote to his parents, were their chief pastime and 
‘only subjects of conversation’. Doubly shocked by their ‘vices’ and his own 
inadequacy, he ‘kept completely apart’ from the other cadets and in the end 
became so accustomed to their ways that ‘they no longer disgusted or even sur- 
prised me.’3 But he was lonely and frustrated. Thrown back on himself, he was 
never to recover, but to seek — and find after many years — other outlets for his 
immense energy. 

Ogarev at the same age had another problem, which he described as follows: 
‘At sixteen my passionate imagination impelled me to fall in love,’ but he met 
with disillusionment. ‘At seventeen I desired to possess a woman, and I satisfied 
my desire without love on either side — a shameful commercial transaction 
between an inexperienced youth and a public prostitute. This was my first step 
on the road to vice...’*4 

Ogarev’s lifelong predicament was only beginning when he wrote this. He 
loathed physical sex without love, but was seldom able to resist a woman, 
whether a serf-girl or a lady. At the same time, when he was in love he needed to 
reconcile it, as was the Romantic fashion, with ‘universal love’, with God and 
the ‘world feeling’. Otherwise he felt an egoist, and in either case he suffered 
torments of remorse. 

Bakunin’s impotence, with its long-range consequences, has been ascribed to 
his being in love with his sister Tatyana, who was only one year younger than 
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he. Edmund Wilson, for one, termed (not to say diagnosed) it ‘a case of sexual 
inhibition based on the incest taboo.””5 E.H. Carr attributed it to the psycholog- 
ical effect of his ‘hatred of a dominating mother’, but he, too, noted ‘the jealous 
frenzy’ of Michael’s ‘passion for Tatyana’ and the ‘white heat of intensity’ it 
was to reach. While the exact nature and extent of their relationship continue to 
exercise scholars, Carr held that Michael found in it ‘compensation for his 
immunity from normal sexual love’ and Anthony Masters, in a more recent 
(1979) biography, likewise expressed the opinion that his ‘love for Tatyana’ pro- 
vided him with ‘a built-in safety device’ and that, precisely because she was his 
sister, ‘there could never be any hint of a sexual relationship between them.” 

It remains to be added that theirs was a mutual passion, by far exceeding a 
mere Romantic bond or spiritual affinity of hearts, minds and temperaments. 
Nor was it short-lived. In a letter to Premukhino written when he was 29, 
Michael reminded Tatyana: ‘You told me last summer that were you not my 
sister you would have fallen in love with me.’ For himself, he referred to their 
unusual attachment in slightly more explicit, if inconclusive, terms by including 
a quotation — “The laws condemn the object of my love” — pointing to his 
awareness of a guilty infatuation in the eyes of the world. This quotation, which 
he addressed specifically ‘to you, Tatyana’, is the chief documentary evidence 
for his incestuous love.”7 

But the matter does not end there. Bakunin’s later theory of ‘direct action’, 
his rebellion against all authority, the fervour of his propaganda that society 
must be purged by fire and destruction, coupled with his personal exploits, his 
charm and his spellbinding rhetoric — of which a contemporary said that it had 
the power to persuade ‘his listeners to cut each other’s throats cheerfully’ — 
were to make him a hero and cult figure not only to a whole new breed of 
1gth-century professional revolutionists, but to latter-day groups of the most 
varied type in revolt against society the world over. The common denominator 
of the activities of such disparate groups as the Spanish Anarchists, the Latin- 
American Tupamaros, the IRA in Ireland and the various ‘Red Brigades’ in 
Europe and elsewhere is the theory most clearly enunciated by Bakunin and the 
Russian Narodniks that incendiary acts of terror by small groups, or even indi- 
vidual assassinations — the destruction of a government centre or the ‘destruc- 
tion of the most harmful person in government” — would not fail to rouse the 
masses (or public opinion) and eventually bring down the most powerful 
regime. 

Besides the attraction of a world without government, without laws, fron- 
tiers, landlords and taxes such as he envisioned, there was another reason for 
the rise of Bakunin’s star in Western Europe to the point where he became the 
towering father-figure of international Anarchism over all other proponents of 
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violence for violence’s sake. He achieved his place in history not only as a dedi- 
cated rebel against the state, but also as a champion of social liberation and 
equality, of the absolute freedom of the individual from the fetters of all and 
any authority, and for his prophetic utterance that the government of the ‘sci- 
entific Socialists’, i.e., Marx and his disciples, would be worse than any tyranny. 
Under the pretext of a ‘transitional dictatorship’, he wrote, it ‘will be nothing 
else but despotic rule over the toiling masses by a new, numerically small’ oli- 
garchy.79 

The powerful figure he became provides a sharp contrast to the sensitive, 
gentle, non-violent, butterfly-chasing child of Premukhino as well as to the mis- 
erable and forlorn young cadet in St Petersburg, unable to make contact with 
others of his age and longing to be back with his family: ‘O, dear sisters how I 
would like to see you!... How I want to squeeze you in my embrace... I love you 
so!’ Again, a year later: ‘I would give half of my life for the chance of being in 
Premukhino if only for a minute... How I envy my brothers for their enjoying all 
the time the presence of our parents, and you, dear sisters. What a child I was 
when I was happy at the thought of the trip to St Petersburg!’ Life in St Peters- 
burg was ‘wretched’ and filthy. “There is not a single person’, he wrote after 5 
years in the city, ‘to whom I can open my heart, with whom I could share my 
grief, from whom I might expect some small solace... You live together, your 
sorrows are not felt so oppressively. You share with each other. But I, here, am 
alone, completely alone.’3° He had just returned from a leave at home and was 
now living outside the Artillery School, mostly with an aunt and uncle. 

Historians such as Franco Venturi, tracing the development of the Russian 
revolutionary movement, have dwelt on the ‘weary and difficult road through 
philosophy and religion which Bakunin (a man born for spontaneous action) 
had to travel in order to reach the world of politics.’3' His road was indeed long 
and tortuous, but while Bakunin was no ‘son of the Decembrists’ like Herzen, it 
has always been known that he was a born rebel. His road led through philoso- 
phy; but it has been remarked that ‘if all others had been pious sheep, he alone 
would have been no pious sheep.’3? Why? And what motivated his lust to 
destroy and his lust for power? 

Whereas Bakunin’s manifest aversion to physical love has never been contes- 
ted, the psychological impact of his sexual incapacity, as against the influence of 
social and other outside factors, on his bizarre and rebellious personality has 
never been seriously studied. In 1934, however, in a brief and neglected mono- 
graph published in Belgrade, I. Malinin pointed to an Oedipal factor underly- 
ing both Bakunin’s incestual problem and his later violent Anarchism. 

Then in 1981-82, an American historian, fully cognizant of the scepticism 
aroused by the psychoanalytical treatment of historical themes, challenged E.H. 
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Carr’s classic biography on an important point and stood on its head the custom- 
ary view of the heroic, lion-like Bakunin — the ‘cosmic’ rebel and ‘Grand Inquisi- 
tor of total revolution’. Briefly, Arthur P. Mendel’s analysis of Bakunin’s every 
step, theory and action showed him to have suffered from a combined narcis- 
sistic and Oedipal complex; to have reacted by withdrawing into himself, adopt- 
ing philosophy as his self-styled ‘wife’ and turning his pent-up anger into 
outward aggression; to have concealed his inner weakness and timidity under a 
variety of masks and public ‘power’ faces; to have never grown up, and to have 
been driven by his early evangelical piety and later messianic megalomania to 
preach ‘cataclysmically violent revolutionary strategies’ of destruction that are 
‘barely disguised versions of the Christian Apocalypse’ .3+ 

Bakunin had already been called a ‘big child’ and ‘a tremendous fraud’ ,35 but 
always with a hint of admiration for his fascinating personality and dominating 
influence. But never before had anyone gone so deeply into his malaise and his 
contradictory character, or shown ‘how much he saw himself walking in the foot- 
steps of Jesus’, or attempted to demonstrate that in spite of his championship of 
‘limitless freedom’ he was actually a power-hungry authoritarian and ‘a threat to 
freedom’ .3° 

His first rebellion took place during his first home-leave from St Petersburg, 
when he was rọ. It involved his father, his mother, his beloved sisters and broke 
out over an issue, needless to say, unconnected with politics. Lyubov, Bakunin’s 
eldest sister, was almost 22; Varinka was 21. He regarded them, as well as his 
two younger sisters, as his ‘little flock’. Varinka gushingly assured him that this 
was so. He had grown up in their feminine company, they all adored him and his 
sway over their highly emotional natures then and later was extraordinary. No 
woman would ever be able to give him the admiration he received from his 
sisters, and this may in fact have been a contributory cause to the sorry condi- 
tion of a ‘eunuch’ — a maiden ‘Joan of Arc’, as Herzen was once to call him — to 
which he was reduced, a condition whose discovery must have been a shock to 
this virile-looking overgrown boy on the verge of manhood. 

After 4 unhappy years in St Petersburg, Bakunin fell in love with a young 
woman of 18, Marie Voyekov. She was the same age as Tatyana and provided 
him with some much-needed social diversion and relief from the discipline of 
the Artillery School. He had by then been promoted as an ensign to the officer 
class. They met frequently and flirtatiously, walked, read and went to parties 
together. At a performance of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, Marie ‘was fright- 
ened by the expression on my face,’ Michael reported to his sisters that spring. 
‘It seemed that I was ready to destroy the world.’37 

Bakunin had as yet entertained no known anarchist thoughts of the kind that 
would later make him wish to turn the world into a rubbish heap. The wholly 
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platonic romance with the Voyekov girl came to an abrupt end when she left 
with her mother for a 6-month stay in Moscow. It was a few months later, in 
August — back at last on home-leave among his sisters and in the cozy bosom of 
that bee-like family buzzing round his father and each other — that he under- 
took his first successful conspiracy. 

Received at Premukhino with extraordinary jubilation and outpourings of 
love, happy beyond words after almost 5 years in the Petersburg ‘desert’, he had 
hardly settled down when he decided to take Lyubov’s future in his hands. 
Count Bakunin had chosen a certain Baron Renne as the best match for his 
eldest daughter and Lyubov had dutifully, if not enthusiastically, become 
engaged to this rich gentleman and officer who had the means to offer her a 
secure and sheltered life. All three, however, had reckoned without Michael. 
Upon finding out that Lyubov was about to slip into a loveless marriage, he not 
only began to incite her to break off the engagement, but organized and led a 
general revolt of all his siblings against parental oppression and the ‘persecu- 
tion’ of Lyubov. 

Before Count Bakunin knew what was afoot, the calm of Premukhino was 
upset by some ‘terrible’ scenes. Michael’s opposition was mounted in the name 
of the prevalent notion, shared by Ogarev, Herzen and all the incurable Roman- 
tics of the age, that ‘Love’ was the highest fulfilment of man, expressing the 
ardour, divinity and noblest aspirations of his ‘soul’ and thus encompassing 
God, mankind, as well as everything sublime in heaven and on earth. As Ogarev 
was ecstatically to assure his bride before he was 21: 


To love you means to love everything that is good, to love God and 
His Universe... The love of mankind for one another, this brother- 
hood so pure and fair preached by Jesus, is the reflection of the bond 
which unites us, of the world-soul... The love of man is founded in 
the love of God.38 


Bakunin, waging his attack with similar rhetoric, believed or convinced himself 
— and had no difficulty persuading Lyubov — that to marry without love was 
both a betrayal of her better self and a ‘sin against the Holy Ghost’. 

It was not until 4 years later, still raging with fury, that Michael, in a 15-page 
letter to his parents, was to leave for posterity a telling clue to the reasons why 
Lyubov’s betrothal so deeply affected him. Lyuboy, ‘a girl brought up in vir- 
ginal purity’, was to be sacrificed to ‘the hellish Iust’ of a man who was going to 
uncover ‘her sacred modesty’ and befoul her with ‘his vile breath’. How could 
his parents even have considered abandoning their ‘pure’ daughter, whom until 
then ‘no unclean attraction had dared touch’, to so repulsive and dreadful a 
fate? ‘Better never to have been born...’39 
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Virginal purity, hellish lust, sacred modesty defiled: it is as if Michael 
Bakunin himself — ‘pure and virginal’ as he had already styled himself, and now 
expressing his own aversion to sex while identifying with his sister — was going 
to be raped. Arthur Mendel, writing in 1981, saw an Oedipal disturbance in 
Michael further effecting a merger in his mind ‘between his sisters and his 
mother’ (whom he was later to accuse of vulgar ‘sensuality’), and described it as 
‘displacing incestual attraction from mother to sisters.’#° 

What is clear is that Bakunin’s upbringing in the closed hothouse atmos- 
phere of Premukhino had not prepared him for anything outside that world. 
When thrown into the harsh male territory of military regimentation and disci- 
pline in St Petersburg and frightened of authority, he had felt completely lost. 
Now, back for a month in the old magic circle of Premukhino, he found it 
threatened by the intrusion of an outsider. 

That magic circle of sisters and brothers at Premukhino was in fact — in the 
view of one of the early but most thorough historians of Anarchism — ‘the most 
ideal group to which he ever belonged, the model for all his organisations and 
his conception of a free and happy life for humanity in general.’ The close bond 
between sisters and brothers at Premukhino ‘created a microcosm of freedom 
and solidarity’ in which the full expression and ‘fulfilment of each one’ went 
hand in hand with ‘the best interests of all’. From this soon developed 
Michael’s ‘desire to serve all humanity and to give selflessly to others every- 
thing he might gain for himself.’ +! 

It may be said in a different way that all Bakunin’s future work was to dream 
up fantastic schemes to recreate Premukhino on a universal scale, though at this 
time the atheism and apocalyptic destruction accompanying them were still 
distant from him. 

The storm over Lyubov’s engagement raged throughout Michael’s stay in 
Premukhino. On his return to St Petersburg, carrying on the fight for Lyubov’s 
‘purity’ against his parents, he went to his father’s sister, Aunt Nilov. He had 
previously lodged with this stern old lady, but had moved out in a rebellious fit 
when she tried to control his comings and goings. Now he beguiled even this 
conservative, old-fashioned lady into championing Lyubov’s cause, so that she, 
too, turned on his father with angry reproaches for denying his daughter’s 
natural right to love. 

Michael’s campaign, pursued with relentless perseverance, gusto and wile, 
was so effective that at the end of 4 months the stunned old count, then in his 
mid-6os, acknowledged defeat and let Lyubov cancel her engagement to Baron 
Renne. Not content with this, Michael turned the tables upon his parents 4 
years later when he accused them of having disrupted ‘that marvellous 
harmony’ which hitherto had been the admiration and envy of all who knew 
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Premukhino. Referring to his own and his sisters’ feelings at their parents’ 
readiness to hand over Lyubov to Baron Renne, he wrote to his father: ‘You and 
mother... you, who had hitherto been glad and happy only when they [his 
sisters] were glad and happy... you suddenly separated yourselves from them... 
We, who had until that time seen in you the personification of love for your 
children, did not understand, and still do not understand, what made you per- 
secute Lyubov.’4? 

Nor was that all. Twelve years or so after this summer storm, he was still so 
affected by it that he was to single out his mother for an attack of extraordinary 
venom, describing her as ‘the source of what is unclean in our family... the 
source of every sin, and all evil.’ In letters to his various siblings he wrote that, 
but for their father, ‘mother would have ruined and corrupted us,’ referred to 
her as ‘our enemy — mother, for whom I have no feeling in my soul but damna- 
tion,’ and declared that ‘her presence, her very existence, is an offence to what is 
sacred.’43 

By then, Michael Bakunin was 31 and living abroad. He had already achieved 
some notoriety in Germany, Switzerland and France as a theorist of revolution. 
At the time when he was rebelling against Lyubov’s betrothal, he is not known 
to have manifested any particular revulsion against his mother of a type trace- 
able to a frustrated sexual impulse. Nor is anything known about his mother’s 
‘despotic’ character, to which he later attributed his ‘insensate hatred of every 
restriction on liberty. + 

Varvara Bakunin, who seems to have taken some part in the education of her 
to children when they were small, had been a good-looking young socialite and 
lady of fashion. She may have been a self-centred woman, more preoccupied 
with her fading beauty and aging husband than with her children. But whether 
or not she had shown Michael insufficient love, their relationship must have 
been of a kind which prevented him from forming any stable relations with 
other women, and in combination with his active-dynamic personality — ‘the 
germ of a colossal activity’, as Herzen was to call it, which he bore within him — 
made him a rebel, whereas none of his siblings became one. 

Bakunin, brimming with tremendous energy, was not one to be defeated by 
his sexual or any other shortcoming. He steeled himself passively. ‘Passions... 
rage within me,’ he was to write a year or so after the Lyubov affair, ‘emotional 
forces seethe and demand nourishment, but all this remains inactive... Every- 
thing in me demands action, movement, but all my activity is restricted to 
working for the future.”45 

Mendel has pointed out that Michael’s new aggressive ‘rhetoric of power, 
ambition, anger and defiance’ was gained not through opposing ‘the blows of 
fate’, but chiefly, in his own words, by suffering them stoically, indeed ‘getting 


256 


HERZEN AND BAKUNIN: EARLY YEARS 


pleasure from the blows of fate’ without letting them crush him. Mendel sees in 
this what was to become ‘one of Bakunin’s characteristic ways’ of living with 
the two opposing poles of his nature: the more he saw himself ‘as a long-suffer- 
ing victim’, the greater ‘the sense of power’ he was to enjoy.4° 

During Michael’s visit to Premukhino his father had agreed to pay some of 
the considerable debts he had run up in excess of his allowance. The turmoil of 
that summer left Count Bakunin, who loved his children and was trying to do 
his best for them by his lights, exceedingly perplexed. Henceforth he would be 
subjected by his son to constant warfare, with hardly a pause and sudden 
ambushes at every turn. The surrender of his paternal authority was totted up 
by Michael as a victory of the ‘present’ over the ‘past’ — and of the young over 
the old generation — and further increased his influence over the minds and 
souls of his sisters. 

He was extremely jealous of their suitors and would go to inordinate lengths 
and do his forceful best to mould, direct and manipulate their feelings at will, 
trying to run their lives for them, with fatal results for all in the end. None, 
though, was to be as fatal to himself as his lifelong infatuation with Tatyana. 

Michael had not been back long in St Petersburg when he found distraction 
at the beautiful home of his mother’s most distinguished relative, Nicholas 
Muraviev — a retired senator and former State Secretary — who, moreover, had 7 
graceful daughters (besides 10 other children who had left home). Michael, 
who was not yet 20, found this circle highly stimulating and soon became con- 
fusingly enamoured of three or more of these girls. Praising them all for their 
charm, attractiveness, culture and modesty, ‘especially the second daughter’, he 
wrote to his sisters at Premukhino not to be angry or jealous ‘if I love them very 
much (not all the same) since loving them, I love you in them, for they are like 
you in all the details.’#? Though nothing much came of this collective romance 
— except for an erotic novelette written 15 years later, in which he fantasized 
about his deflowering ‘three virgins at the instigation of their father’4® — it 
served to exercise the growing powers of seduction which, phenomenally or 
not, were to make Bakunin no mean lady-killer, adored by women he could not 
satisfy. 

By his own later confession, young Bakunin ‘did just about nothing at all’ 
during his military studies, ‘working only the last month of each year in order 
to pass the examination.’#? And so it happened that within a couple of months 
of his return from his home-leave at Premukhino, following an insolent reply he 
gave to a general who criticized his uniform, he found himself dismissed for 
‘inadequate achievement and inattention throughout the entire course of 
study.’ Just as he had found a second home and charming company in the 
Muraviev household, he was posted to a lone garrison on the Polish-Lithuanian 
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border. It was a great blow to a young man with a huge ego. He had also run up 
new debts. A big spender, he had no sense of money and money values — nor the 
slightest intention of ever working to earn a living — and early developed a 
life-long habit of borrowing blithely from friends, relatives, acquaintances and 
even complete strangers without bothering about means and sources of repay- 
ment. His was, however, an innocent and generous nature and he would sponta- 
neously give away his last rouble. 

At Premukhino, not many months after he had paid up the most pressing of 
his son’s debts, Count Bakunin opened the official gazette and was stupefied to 
read of Michael’s dismissal from the Artillery School. Michael had lacked the 
moral courage to write home and reveal his humiliation to his family and it was 
a deflated son who, shortly after his zoth birthday, spent an embarrassing few 
days at Premukhino on his way to start serving his disciplinary punishment in 
Poland. 

But worse was to follow. ‘I am here in an alien land... stuck in a miserable 
hole... among people who virtually walk on all fours’, Michael complained in 
letters to his family not long afterwards.5° A tour of duty in Poland, where 
Russian officers whiled away their spare time gambling, drinking and flirting or 
having casual love affairs with the local beauties, was a relatively mild punish- 
ment. Michael, however, confessing that he was ‘quite incapable of finding any 
charm or satisfaction in the bog of sensual enjoyments’ — which he declared 
‘unworthy’ of a human being — found it hard to bear ‘the heat, the cold, the 
fatigue, the hunger, the thirst, and all the other unpleasantness tied to military 
service.’>' His fellow-officers were a tiresome lot, and except for attending two 
balls in the town of Vilna, he was reduced to reading ‘the history and statistics 
of Lithuania’ and whatever books he could lay his hands on in a God-forsaken 
nest. 

A garrulous character who was to mesmerize crowds with his speeches, 
Bakunin needed company to come into his own. Bored to death and complain- 
ing that ‘eternal silence, eternal sadness, eternal home-sickness are the compan- 
ions of my solitude’, he was now desperately anxious to get out of the army. 
First, he tried to make himself ill by filling himself up with ‘a lot of hot tea’ and 
then lying naked and sweating in the snow. When this proved ineffective — 
‘Nothing happened. I did not catch even a little cold!’5? — he seized the first 
opportunity of getting away that presented itself. Sent on a mission to bring up 
horses for the brigade from the district of Tver — his native province — he 
simply went home to Premukhino and never returned to his regiment. Feigning 
sudden illness he sent in his resignation. 

He had spent altogether 7 months in Poland, much of the time sprawled on 
his bed in a sheepskin coat. But he managed to present himself to his siblings as 
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something of a martyr and a hero, and to half-convince them, by a kind of 
Hegelian dialectic, that to accept ‘voluntary solitude’ in a desolate outpost was 
actually a form of ‘egoism’, and that it was both vital and more altruistic to cul- 
tivate his ‘inner being’ and an ‘instinctive thirst for knowledge’ — including a 
sudden new interest in German philosophy — which he had discovered in 
himself amidst the routine of barracks life on the Polish border. 

Count Bakunin, for all his spluttering consternation at having to shelter a 
20-year-old son and officer who was to all intents and purposes a deserter, had 
no alternative to spending long months exerting every bit of family influence to 
avert the disgrace of Michael’s being arrested and dishonourably discharged. It 
was the son’s second victory over his father. ‘Dismissed the service, through 
illness, at his own request’, young Bakunin had consciously, by a deliberate act 
of will, rid himself of the first social responsibility which did not suit his tem- 
perament and taken a step on the road towards becoming the rebellious ‘great 
nomad’. It had been easily, if deviously, accomplished. He had a lively mind and 
his sturdy body was full of restless energy, but he had no good idea what to do 
with either or with his new-won freedom. The truth was that an army doctor in 
Poland had discoursed at some length on German philosophy, but as Alexander 
Herzen — who had yet to meet him — was to put it in retrospect, Bakunin ‘had 
studied nothing before’, could hardly read German, and for him to plunge into 
philosophy was tantamount to straying ‘without map or compass in a world of 
fantastic projects and efforts at self-education.’ 

At Premukhino he found that his sister Varinka, now 23, had married a 
wealthy officer by the name of Dyakov. Michael was soon to become engaged in 
disrupting her marriage, as he had Lyubov’s engagement. For the moment, 
however, with Lyubov and Tatyana in tow, he departed on a visit to Moscow. 
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Heine Adrift in 1828 


At the beginning of June 1829, Tsar Nicholas I — whose wife Charlotte was a 
daughter of King Friedrich Wilhelm III — arrived on a state visit in Berlin. On 
15 June Heinrich Heine, overrating the effect of certain minor setbacks suffered 
by the Tsar’s armies in their ultimately victorious war against Turkey, wrote to 
Moser: ‘I hope that my campaign of this year against clerics and aristocrats will 
be more successful than the Russian.’ 

It was 4 years since he had left Gottingen with a doctor’s degree in law and a 
certificate of baptism in his pocket, and he was almost 32 years old. He was 
‘campaigning’, for in the interval he had — in certain sections of The North Sea 
It, and more particularly in Ideas. The Book of LeGrand — become a political 
writer. And in Julius Campe he had found a publisher who, matching his own 
truculence, was a master of ingenuity in devising ways of circumventing the 
censorship regulations applying in the various German states, using every trick 
and loophole to get even daring or questionable material on the market. 

The first encounter between the two, marking the birth of one of the most 
famous and long-lasting author-publisher relationships in literary history, had 
taken place at the end of January 1826 when Heine walked into the Hamburg 
bookshop of Hoffmann and Campe in search of a book. Julius Campe, who 
owned the firm in all but name, took the opportunity of offering his customer a 
copy of Heine’s Poems, warmly recommending them. According to Campe’s 
later account, possibly apocryphal, the following conversation ensued: 

“Dear Sir,” he interrupted me, “I do not like them; in fact, I despise 
them.” 

‘What do you mean?’ Campe said indignantly. ‘Why Sir, if you despise them 
you will have to deal with me.’ 

‘My dear Sir, I know them better than you do,’ Heine replied. ‘It is I who 
wrote them.’ Campe laughed and said jovially: ‘Well, well, my dear doctor, if 
ever you write anything so worthless again, and have no better publisher at hand, 
I should be honoured to have the name of my firm appear upon the jacket.’ 

‘Don’t jest with me,’ Heine retorted. ‘I may take you at your word.’ And he 
returned the following day with a bundle of manuscripts, saying he had a 
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volume ready for publication. Campe was as good as his word and bought it on 
the spot. ‘From that day on Heine visited me daily in my store and we became 
close friends.’ 

It is quite feasible that something like the reported conversation! did indeed 
take place, for the behaviour ascribed to each person was in character. Heine 
liked disguises, and Julius Campe was an enterprising man with an extraordi- 
nary flair for spotting original talent and a willingness to take risks once he 
found it. He knew the book market inside out and combined a shrewd business 
sense with an instinct for the type of contemporary, even avant-gardist topics 
that might stir at least part of the otherwise dull German reading public from 
its torpor. Thirtyfour years old, the grandson of an eminent philologist, Campe 
had liberal sympathies and, from Heine’s viewpoint, several other advantages 
besides his savvy in dealing with the censorship. Heine’s need to keep in the 
public eye found in Campe a man who understood the importance of public 
relations and did not mind a bit of scandal or controversy to help promote his 
authors and their books. In other ways, too, he was a man who grasped and 
moved with the Zeitgeist, in the sense of anticipating trends, and sometimes 
eagerly helping to create them. ‘The future belongs to youth’, Campe once said, 
‘and by binding myself to them I feel sure of remaining faithful to the idea of 
progress.’ 


On 14 December 1825, a fortnight before his 28th birthday, Heine had con- 
fessed to Moser in Berlin that he was in a depressed mood. “There is civil war 
again.’ He was in ‘accursed Hamburg’ since November and ‘innerly so agitated’ 
and given to ‘self-torture’ that he could think of nothing to write. ‘I very much 
regret my baptism... if only I could find the peace of mind to finish The Rabbi. 
Years later he was to accuse Gans — who had been president of the Jewish 
Verein but converted that very month — of ‘abandoning the ship’,” and the same 
feeling of moral betrayal engendered by his own baptism the previous summer 
made it practically impossible for him to resume work on The Rabbi of Bacher- 
ach. To add to his spiritual crisis, he had yet to find a publisher for his Harzreise 
— Brockhaus had declined and Diimmler had offered a ridiculous sum for it — 
and Professor Gubitz of Berlin’s Gesellschafter kept delaying its long-promised 
serialization. Heine swore never to give a single line of his to that ‘scoundrel’. 
Campe’s purchase of Die Harzreise at the end of January 1826 thus came as a 
Godsend to Heine. Campe also bought, for a sum today equivalent to about 
$2,000 or $3,000 (there is some disagreement about whether he paid 30 or 50 
Louis d’or), 100 of Heine’s poems. Heine conceived a title for the volume of 
mixed prose and poetry: Travel Pictures (Reisebilder). On 20 January, Gubitz 
had suddenly started serializing a barbarized version of Die Harzreise, its daily 
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instalments corrupted by changes in the text and substitutions of his own, a 
practice against which Heine had expressly warned him. 

A furious Heine now sat down to reinstate the political passages which Gub- 
itz, pleading censorship, had erased or rewritten. Campe produced Reisebilder 
with remarkable speed in mid-May 1826. Die Harzreise, written after his expul- 
sion from Gottingen almost two years earlier, was Heine’s first prose piece to 
appear in book form. With its pungent presentation of boisterous aristocratic 
fops and Burschenschafi students roaming the streets of that Hanoverian city 
famous for its ‘university and its sausages’ in hordes ‘distinguished only by the 
colour of their caps and pipe tassels’ — duelling and forever fighting among each 
other on its ‘bloody battlefields’, seemingly carrying on the manners and 
customs of their ‘Vandal, Frisian, Swabian, Teuton’ and other tribal ancestors 
from the time of the great Völkerwanderung — it descended on the German 
public with the effect of a bombshell: Die Harzreise made cruel fun of Göttin- 
gen’s entire academic community, lampooning one of Germany’s famous insti- 
tutions of learning as a pompous citadel through which passed successive 
generations of students and only the old professors — growing ‘little paper slips 
covered with quotes’ in their gardens, which they sometimes ‘laboriously trans- 
plant into a new bed’ — remained fixed, ‘immovably firm, like the pyramids of 
Egypt — except that in these university pyramids no wisdom is hidden.’ 

The book was indeed banned in Gottingen, but most of Germany’s intelli- 
gentsia could not fail to be struck by the freshness and effrontery with which 
Heine unmasked the pretentiousness underlying Géttingen’s academic and 
social life, its ‘dissertations and tea-dances’, the chattering ‘lies of lovelorn 
woes’ of its romantically sighing ladies and the ‘bibliomaniac’ preoccupations of 
its portentous baronial professors. 

It was not only in the mountains but in the depths of a silver mine that 
Heine, on his foot journey through the Upper Harz in 1824, had met ordinary 
Germans at work. His description of his descent into ‘the black eternity’ of the 
Klaustal mines, holding on to slippery rungs ‘wet as dung’ of ladder after lad- 
der, until — guided by a sturdy foreman ‘of unquestionable honour and dog-like 
German loyalty’ — he reached the hewn-out galleries where grave-faced men, 
young and old, spent long days laboriously knocking out pieces of ore, was one 
of the first pieces of realistic German prose. 

Die Harzreise, evoking what became ‘the most famous walking tour in the 
history of German literature,’3 otherwise brimmed with the youthful exuber- 
ance Heine had felt at the time when he made it; with magic landscape descrip- 
tions, culminating in the surrealistic scenes of his giddy ascent of the Brocken 
and the spooky night he spent there; with comic and ironic touches and por- 
traits of the journeymen, peasants, merchants, students and more distinguished 
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‘tourists’ and their ladies he had encountered on his hikes or at village inns. It 
reproduced their talk, affectations, dreams and nightmares, included local 
myths as well as sentimental Romantic passages, but for all its light, frivolous 
tone it was so true to life that the Germans could not help recognizing them- 
selves in it. 

Reisebilder I — as this first volume of a new genre created by Heine became 
known — also included Heine’s famous ‘Lorelei’ among the 88 poems of the 
Homecoming cycle, as well as his first 1: North Sea poems. These, written in free 
verse and departing from Heine’s lyrical style, were the result of his first adven- 
turous encounter with the elemental power of the ocean, when, sailing for Heli- 
goland in 1823, the boat was caught in a gale and he spent a terrifying night 
clinging to the railing of the upper deck. “The sea was like a moving mountain- 
side, the mountains of water crashed against one another and broke over the 
little boat, tossing it up and down.’ 

Cowering in ‘one of the wildest’ North Sea storms, Heine had recorded in a 
letter written shortly afterwards to Moser (23 August 1823) the ‘music’ made by 
the shrieking of the wind, the cries of the sailors, the hissing rain, the moaning 
of passengers and the hum and roar accompanying the awesome spectacle of 
the furies of nature which had indeed finally caused the boat to turn about, 
depositing Heine at Ritzebiittel, to spend his vacation on the coast. 

Yet he had come away from that first experience of the ocean with a strange 
feeling of elation, and had since spent 6 weeks on the island of Nordeney in the 
summer of 1825. This time he learned to swim and took to the sea like a fish. 
Christian Sethe and his wife came to spend a couple of days with him and the 
two friends became reconciled. Besides socializing with a duchess and gambling 
with some Hanoverian officers, Heine observed the life of the fishermen and 
boatmen. The sea calmed his nerves. He spent days alone on a fishing barque, 
and was one of the last visitors to leave at the end of the season. 

Loving the sea now ‘like my own soul’, and having developed a ‘harmonious 
intimacy with this wild element which makes me feel well when it rages most,” 
he returned to Nordeney in the summer of 1826. By the next spring Campe 
had rushed through the press and was distributing Reisebilder II. It contained 
another cycle of 11 poems, the North Sea I] — of a more epic character than the 
previous year’s 11 — as well as a prose section titled North Sea III. In the poems 
Heine relegated the Romantic imagination to secondary place in the face of the 
cosmic power of nature governing human destiny. ‘Who in Germany in those 
days knew the sea?’ Heine was to recall. “Today everybody knows it.” Indeed, 
he was the first German writer to discover the majestic beauty of the sea, to 
celebrate its mystery and magic, and to win lasting acclaim by some as ‘the poet 
of the sea par excellence.’ 
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The North Sea Ill prose essay was a different matter. If Heine in his earlier 
prose writings, from his Letters from Berlin to the Harzreise, had here and there 
worked in some suggestive political allusions — such as interrupting his narra- 
tion of the mining work at Klaustal by remarking, ‘I did not go down to the 
lowest depths where, as some maintain, you can hear the people in America 
shouting, “Hurrah Lafayette!’ — in North Sea III he took a militant political 
stand. Flitting from the insular character and modest, uniform aspirations of 
Nordeney’s taciturn fishermen to the ‘identity of thought and feeling’ which 
the Roman Catholic church for centuries imposed on entire nations, Heine 
attacked medieval Christianity and its supporting pillar, the aristocracy. True, 
Renaissance art blossomed even while Rome, like a ‘huge spider’, held the Latin 
world enthralled in its ‘cross-web’. But the human spirit could not be repressed 
by statutes, dogma or the pealing of bells. ‘The days of spiritual slavery’ were 
over and gone. But then, were people not happier when they lived in ignorance 
and blind faith before the age of doubt? 

At this point Heine’s personal Zerrissenheit, his famous code-word for the 
heartbreak and frustrations of unrequited love, underwent one of his deft 
mutations of meaning to become one with the general Zerrissenheit, the malaise 
and discomfort, of the modern world, a phenomenon particularly affecting the 
Germans after the post-Napoleonic settlement left them with a patchwork of 
nearly 40 separate states, condemned to political silence and inactivity under 
the Gleichschaltung of ideas — to use a term, though anachronistic, that was to 
become notorious in the totalitarian Third Reich — by the reactionary Holy 
Alliance, and bereft of hope of change. 

The great sensation of Travel Pictures II, however, was Heine’s masterly 
Ideas. The Book of LeGrand — included in the same volume — with its glorifica- 
tion of Napoleon to the drumbeat of the little French tambour evoking the rev- 
olutionary libertarian ideas which the martial Emperor had brought to the 
peoples of Europe pining under its archaic absolutist structure. Heine had 
already named Napoleon in the same breath with such world-historical figures 
as Alexander the Great and Caesar, and privately he considered him an epic, 
tragic hero surpassing those of the Jiad. But to sing hosannas to Napoleon, the 
enemy of the Holy Alliance, as he did in The Book of LeGrand, and to compare 
his recent death on St Helena to the martyrdom of a secular Christ — in a blast 
at perfidious Albion, Heine wrote that it had shamefully allowed itself to be 
‘hired by conspiring kings’ to serve as the gaolers of ‘the secular Saviour who 
suffered under Sir Hudson Lowe, as it is written in the gospels of Las Casas, 
O’Meara, and Antommarchi’5 — was, in the circumstances of 1827, and in view 
of the religious feelings of the rulers of ‘“German-Christian’ Prussia and their 
partners in the Holy Alliance, more than a daring act of defiance. 
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Starting in 1827 — when Russian censors first objected to passages criticizing 
religious dogma in Heine’s writings — and until 1917, all such passages were 
excised from Russian editions of Heine’s work. Closer at home The Book of 
LeGrand bordered on public incitement, since Heine’s praise of Napoleon was 
in fact an attack on the rulers and governments presiding over the repressive- 
regressive measures instituted by the Holy Alliance in all the states of the 
German Bund in the wake of Napoleon’s downfall. On the day before it was 
published, Heine thought it best to make himself scarce. For all his furious out- 
burst against England, he still thought it the safest refuge, and boarded a boat 
sailing for London. 

Whether Heine’s worry that he might be arrested or otherwise harassed by 
the authorities was justified or not, it is a fact that when later that year he passed 
through Württemberg, he was expelled from its territory as the author of infl- 
ammatory material. With North Sea III and The Book of LeGrand Heine made 
his spectacular appearance as a political writer, the lyrical poet suddenly com- 
mitted to combat in the real world, enlivening Germany’s dull public life and 
eventually to accumulate the influence that, inspiring a progressive literary 
movement, was to make him something of a force in German politics and a 
thorn in the flesh of the various bodies, high and low, in charge of thought— 
control in the countries of the Holy Alliance. For the rest, as a work of art, The 
Book of LeGrand is a brilliant tour de force, loosely stringing together Heine’s 
childhood recollections and his reactions to the tragedy and comedy of historic 
events and contemporary politics with the most extravagant, absurd, or sublime 
ideas — ‘du sublime au ridicule il n’y a qu'un pas, madame,’ Heine observed — the- 
matically interwoven with a light-handed touch and a kind of Aristophanic 
humour within a dazzling kaleidoscopic narrative. 

Shortly after Heine’s return from England in mid-September, Campe pub- 
lished his Book of Songs. When he had first started putting together this 
‘selected’ collection of his poems he foolishly expected to get ‘not a penny” for 
it: popularity and the satisfaction of showing his previous publishers, Maurer 
and Diimmler, that he could ‘get along without them’ would be his chief 
rewards.° The result was that Campe acquired the volume which, after a slow 
start, became what Jeffrey Sammons calls ‘the most world-famous book of 
poetry in the German language’ for nothing. It was only one day ahead of pub- 
lication that Heine decided to extract the promise of ‘a half-fee’ for every new 
edition — altogether 13 were to appear during his lifetime, and many more after- 
wards — from Campe, who otherwise fobbed him off with a contract for a third 
volume in the Travel Pictures III series, against a fee of 80 Louis d’ors. 

The financial relations between Heine and his publisher have been the 
subject of controversy ever since that day in 1827. Sammons has calculated that 
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Campe was to pay Heine during his lifetime the modern equivalent of ‘some- 
thing like 370,000 dollars’ and another 225,000 to his widow.” But Campe, 
besides being a better bargainer than the impractical Heine, was not always 
forthcoming with money when the latter needed it most. 

Heine, who suspected Campe of producing unauthorized second printings 
(which he occasionally did), could surely have found another publisher, but 
hardly one more intrepid than Campe, or as ready to battle with the censorship 
and sometimes see his books confiscated. The relationship proved so advanta- 
geous mutually that the two were to stick together for 30 years of a stormy 
‘marriage of convenience’, punctuated by much haggling and many crises. 
While Campe helped to make Heine famous, Heine felt to the end of his life 
that Campe made a fortune out of him. When told on his deathbed that Diissel- 
dorf was sure to erect a monument to him he reputedly answered, ‘I have one 
already at Hamburg,’ and referring to Campe’s mansion next to the Börsen- 
platz, called it ‘a magnificent monument erected by my publisher in grateful 
memory of my Travel Pictures and Book of Songs.’ Although Heine exagger- 
ated, he certainly contributed not a little to the reputation and ultimate growth 
of the firm of Hoffmann & Campe, which exists to this day. 


The Travel Pictures, Heine wrote to Varnhagen in October 1826, were merely a 
convenient form for ‘saying anything I want... I can now find expression for 
everything, and care little whether it adds to the number of my enemies.’ 
Indeed, between the summer of 1825 when he obtained his doctor’s degree and 
the consecutive appearance of LeGrand and The Book of Songs in 1827 his cre- 
ative powers, the range of his subject-matter, his imagery and his singular talent 
for pithy, ironic representation rapidly approached their full potential. 

Much in his life had changed, but the preoccupations of his essentially 
self-centred personality continued to revolve around the same old complaints: 
headaches, moodiness, suspicion, dissatisfaction with the general state of things 
in Germany, irritation with unfriendly critics and other ‘enemies’, his up-and- 
down relations with Uncle Salomon, etc. His 70-odd letters of the period ring 
with continued echoes of the ‘self-torture’ and inner ‘civil war’ of which he 
wrote to Moser in December 1825. They abound in reports of his literary 
plans, but also with all sorts of illusory projects and vain hopes of obtaining a 
professorship — ‘I am preparing lectures I hope to deliver at Berlin University,’ 
he wrote in the same 1825 letter to Moser — or some other sinecure, or alter- 
nately of establishing himself, with Uncle Salomon’s help, as an attorney in 
Hamburg. 

Unless one accepts Heine’s statement in his Memoirs that a cussed strain in 
his character often made him do things contrary to his own nature, his abhor- 
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rence of jurisprudence — a subject he found hard to ‘get into my head’ — makes 
it difficult to visualize him functioning as a lawyer. All he wanted to do when he 
left Gottingen was to write. But the law had been forced on him by Uncle 
Salomon. At Liineburg Heine had found a friend, the lawyer Rudolf Christiani, 
who in the autumn of 1825 helped to prepare him for his legal career. Heine 
began to study court files, but was more interested in Moliere’s comedies. 
When Christiani handed over to him a sure-fire case, Heine — making his first 
and last appearance in court — promptly lost it. 

Next he went to Hamburg. He had not been there long when, on 24 Febru- 
ary 1826 — about a month after he had signed his first contract with Campe — he 
complained to Moser that various people, including his own brother-in-law 
Maurice Embden, were slandering and maligning him to Uncle Salomon: ‘I am 
sick with indignation and can hardly write.’ In two later letters that year, while 
he was working on The Book of LeGrand, he wrote that instead of a hoped-for 
‘position’ in Hamburg he had found only ‘enemies’, and went on to lament that 
he was ‘living largely in misery.” 

More than once he announced that he was going to leave Hamburg, which he 
described as ‘a counting-house by day, and a big brothel at night’. He would go 
to Berlin, no, he would leave Germany altogether. ‘I feel a definite urge to say 
goodbye to the German fatherland’, he wrote to Moser on 8 August 1826, and to 
Immermann, on 14 October, he declared: ‘My nerves are too weak to stand life 
in Germany.’ Yet, except for seeking the restorative calm of another sojourn on 
Nordeney Island, he stayed in ‘accursed’ Hamburg for two more years, and in 
1828, far from leaving Germany, mobilized two well-wishers to intervene with 
the King of Bavaria in a hopeless effort to obtain a professorship in Munich. 

In view of his misery, frayed nerves, frequent headaches, self-torment and the 
energy and emotion spent on his constant preoccupation with — and sometimes 
veritable campaigns against — real or imaginary enemies, one wonders how Heine 
was able to write and create at all. His personal life between 1825 and his final 
move to Paris in 1831 have been subsumed by several of his biographers under 
such headings as ‘Drift’, ‘The Bird of Passage’, or Heine’s ‘Wanderjahre’.9 

He was indeed restless, moved from Hamburg to Munich, made a tour of 
Italy, returned to Hamburg, stayed for a while in Berlin, then in Potsdam, and 
moved back to Hamburg, with some intervals at Lüneburg. Yet, as Max Brod 
has pointed out, ‘it is wrong to think of the artist as being a perpetually tor- 
tured, badgered individual whose nerves are always on edge. Transcending all 
his limitations and soothing all his irritations is the halcyon tranquillity of 
the creative process.’ Heine himself, in his first Hamburg letter to Rudolf 
Christiani, indirectly illustrated this at the end of a passage in which — having 
been the first to inform several people that he might establish himself as an 
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Advokat, or lawyer, in Hamburg — he nonchalantly reported that ‘everybody 
believes that I will remain here in order to “advozieren”. I, however, have not 
the faintest idea what I shall be doing.’ Then he added: ‘But don’t you believe 
that I am idling away my time here. On the contrary, wherever I sit or stand I 
am making poetry.’'? 

Heine’s attempts to obtain a university post, however unrealistic, were some- 
what more serious, for he was desperately grasping for some stability and a sec- 
ure income to free himself from Uncle Salomon’s patronage. At the same time, 
through all his changes of mood, delusions, depression and fits of ill-temper, 
his sense of purpose and his awareness of his talent and the uses to which he 
was determined to put it grew more pronounced and firmer. ‘I write little’, he 
declared — indeed, his collected works amount to no more than 7 volumes — ‘but 
what I write is good.’ And as early as 1826 something of a new foreknowledge of 
his destiny and of the political-literary role he meant to fulfil cropped up in his 
letters. 

Three times, in the 4 letters of that year in which he ventilated the idea of 
leaving Germany forever, Heine specified Paris as his planned destination. And 
in two of them he mentioned that he wanted to develop a European outlook. ‘In 
Paris I will use the libraries, I shall see people and the world, and will collect 
material for a book that will be European in character,’ he wrote to Varnhagen on 
24 October. And a few weeks later he observed in a letter to Merckel: “The task is 
to touch only upon such topics that are of general European interest.’ Heine, in 
short, wanted to free himself from the straitjacket of conditions in Germany. He 
was developing a cosmopolitanism, and though he still had doubts and lacked the 
push to leave Germany, he knew very well what he was doing. He was fully aware 
of the effect of his current work. ‘In The North Sea II I have blazed a completely 
new trail,’ he wrote to Immermann on 14 October. In a letter to Merckel on 10 
January 1827, he observed that ‘this book [LeGrand] will make a great noise... by 
virtue of its treating of world issues and its life-size representation of Napoleon 
and the French Revolution.’ 

The two works mentioned had yet to appear when he wrote. If one adds that 
almost a year before the publication of his Book of Songs he said that ‘this will be 
my chef d'oeuvre and will give a psychological portrait of myself’, Heine had a 
keen sense of posterity’s judgment. 

When he first mentioned his urge to ‘say goodbye to the German fatherland’ 
he explained to Moser that ‘it is less my Wanderlust than the torment of my 
personal affairs (for example, the Jew in me who will never be washed away) 
that drives me hence.’ Too proud to take the repudiation of his origin lightly, 
torn between a feeling of remorse which he tried to make up for by several 
times declaring that he longed to finish The Rabbi of Bacherach — and at one 
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point even that he was going to include it in Travel Pictures II — and that attach- 
ment which had early made him write, ‘My breast is an archive of German 
feeling, my two books are an archive of German song’, his relations with Uncle 
Salomon during this period reached a state of friction that marked the begin- 
ning of the life-long war of attrition between the two of them. 

This friction had a much wider background than mere squabbles about 
financial matters between the money-hungry nephew and the millionaire 
banker, such as had soured Heine’s first seaside holiday at Ritzebiittel in 1823. 
While there he had been upset by a letter in which his uncle — forgetting that he 
had promised to give him 800 Thaler for two years — maintained that he had 
only agreed to give 500. Being an honest man, he added, ‘I have kept my word’, 
and took his nephew to task for having drawn the last quarterly 100 Thaler 
ahead of time. Faced with the end of his stipend or the embarrassing need to 
renegotiate it, Heine was shocked — ‘Isn’t this superb?’ he vented his feelings to 
Moser on 23 August 1823 — but did not remind his uncle that the promise had 
been for 800 Thaler. Instead, he sent him a letter which he described ‘as a mas- 
terpiece of dignity and persiflage’. He realized that this was an ‘unwise’ way of 
dealing with the mighty Salomon Heine, but he could not help himself and this 
became the tenor of all his reactions whenever he felt shabbily treated by the 
magnate. 

Heine at the time called Hamburg ‘my Elysium and my Tartarus, the city 
which I detest and Jove most, the place where I am afflicted by the tormented 
feelings of the damned and for which I pine nevertheless, the city to which Pm 
sure I will often return in the future.’ We know why Heine hated Hamburg and 
its businessmen and stockbrokers, of whom he had early written that their 
interest in poetry was confined to ‘marriage hymns, funeral dirges or baptismal 
songs commissioned against hard cash.’ Besides being a ‘huckster town’, it was 
the scene of his great but one-sided ‘love-affair’ with his cousin Amalie and 
other youthful humiliations he had suffered at his ‘Castle of Affront’. Less is 
known about what made Hamburg an ‘Elysium’ that was to lure him back again 
and again, unless the fact that Heine coined the double metaphor about the city 
in the same August 1823 letter in which he mentioned that — succumbing to 
‘new folly grafted upon old’ — he had fallen in love with Amalie’s younger sister 
Therese was not entirely coincidental. 

In 1823 Therese was 16 years old, 10 years younger than Heine. According to 
an artist’s portrait of her, she was as beautiful as her cold-hearted sister, but 
more gentle and sweet-looking; and some biographers, notably Wadepuhl, hold 
that at 18 or 19, during Heine’s 1825-27 stay in Hamburg, she also became 
more responsive to his attentions. Some of the most beautiful poems of Heine’s 
Homecoming cycle are generally believed to have been inspired by Therese. But 
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the evidence for the belief that a romance developed between them during this 
period when he broke into uncontested fame — let alone Wadepuhl’s assertion 
that Heine even saw himself marrying her —is rather flimsy. 

It must be said that Salomon Heine was on occasion generous with his 
nephew. Immediately after Heine had obtained his doctorate in the summer of 
1825, the banker had rewarded him with the princely sum of 50 Louis d’ors. 
Heine, while enjoying himself on Nordeney Island, socializing with a princess 
Hohensolm-Lich and other bathing guests, promptly lost most of this money 
gambling with Hanoverian officers serving in the English ‘German Legion’. He 
abjured gambling for the rest of his life, but found himself in the embarrassing 
situation of having to write Sethe for a loan of 6 Louis d’ors before he was able 
to leave the island. 

But nothing so much hurt Heine’s relations with his uncle as his abuse of the 
latter’s trust on his journey to England in April 1827. For this trip Uncle 
Salomon had equipped Heine with a letter of credit to the Rothschilds in 
London in the sum of 200 — according to some sources, 400 — pounds sterling, 
in either case an extremely generous sum. Salomon had in addition given him 
cash for his estimated expenses, and the letter of credit was intended merely to 
show that he was a man of means and high connections. Two days after his 
arrival in London, Heine rashly went to Nathan Rothschild and cashed the 
letter of credit. He prudently sent 800 Thaler of it to Varnhagen for safe- 
keeping against an emergency, and had a high time living on the rest of it 
during the three and a half months he spent in England. He toured the London 
docks, visited the Bedlam asylum, attended several House of Commons ses- 
sions and observed trials at Old Bailey. In Germany The Book of LeGrand was 
creating a sensation, and on 22 May the London Morning Herald saluted the 
presence in England of ‘Doctor H. Heine, the German satirist and poet’. 

In a letter from his mother, Heine received the tidings that Uncle Salomon 
was outraged at his behaviour in cashing a letter of credit expressly given him 
for ‘representational’ purposes only. Undeterred, Heine went to the races at 
Epsom Park and took week-long holidays at Brighton, Margate and Ramsgate. 
In between, he frequented some of London society, to whom he was introduced 
by the piano virtuoso Ignaz Moscheles, and saw Kean at the Drury Lane Thea- 
tre in The Merchant of Venice, Macbeth, and possibly some other Shakespeare 
plays. He complained about the foul English weather but found ‘much that is 
attractive here — Parliament, Westminster Abbey, English tragedy, good-look- 
ing women’;"’ among the latter may have been the mysterious Mlle Clairmont 
of Regents Park, celebrated in his love-poems titled ‘Kitty’ or ‘Katherina’ (or so 
it is believed), and otherwise known only from a farewell letter addressed to her 
before he finally left England in mid-August. 
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Travelling home in slow stages, he spent a number of days in Holland and a 
longer spell on Nordeney Island, whence he wrote Merckel that England had 
‘financially ruined’ him. If, as it would seem, he was biding his time before 
facing the consequences of his actions and confronting Uncle Salomon’s wrath 
in Hamburg, it should be noted that, for all his seemingly disarrayed behaviour, 
Heine was well organized as a writer. At Nordeney he worked on his English 
Fragments, and from notes apparently made in Holland also began to jot down 
his Memoirs of Herr von Schnabelewopsky, from which Wagner was to take the 
legend of The Flying Dutchman. 

It was not before 19 September that he arrived in Hamburg. On the eve of 
his departure for England he had sent Uncle Salomon the first printed copy of 
Travel Pictures II ‘as a token of affection and obedience’, and there had other- 
wise been a noticeable reduction of the strain in their mutually ambivalent rela- 
tions, as attested by the banker’s very gesture in giving him the letter of credit. 
Heine, for his part, although often fuming against his uncle’s ‘niggardliness’, 
admired the qualities which made Salomon the richest man in Hamburg, and 
had privately written that, ‘for all our constant differences, I love him very 


much.’?? 


While deploring the self-made tycoon’s lack of interest in literary 
matters, Heine, a condottiere of the spirit, felt that he and the condottiere of the 
money world had ‘much in common’. He was very keen throughout to have 
each of his successes and every favourable review and tidbit brought to his 
uncle’s attention through various friends and well-wishers. 

Whether this had anything to do with his entertaining hopes of marrying 
Therese is impossible to say. The slim evidence rests chiefly on two items. One 
is the letter of congratulations Heine was to write Salomon the following year 
when, journeying through Italy, he learned that Therese had married a Dr 
Adolf Halle. The letter expressed ‘qualified’ joy at the news and contained the 
sentence: ‘Next to myself there is no one to whom I would more gladly grant 
her than Dr Halle.’43 And nearly 30 years later Heine’s brother Gustav, in 
reporting to him in 1855 that Dr Halle, Therese’s husband, was suffering from 
an affliction of the bladder which prevented him from urinating, finished his 
letter with the vulgar comment: ‘Let the fact that his instrument doesn’t func- 
tion be your revenge.’ In all this it should be remembered that of Therese’s own 
feelings for Heine nothing is known. In 1853 she visited him at his sickbed in 
Paris ~ an occasion reported by Heine to his mother with the observation that 
she was ‘accompanied by [her brother] Carl, who was sent as a sentinel to watch 
that I should say nothing she is not supposed to know’"+ — and afterwards sent 
him a compassionate letter. Then, as if to add to the mystery, a passage Heine 
devoted to Therese in his Memoirs was to be excised from the manuscript by 
his brother Maximilian. 
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The paucity of evidence does not mean that in 1827, when he was 30, 
Heine’s imagination may not have flown high with hopes or some expectation, 
founded or unfounded, of marrying Therese. He was returning to Hamburg 
with two cards up his sleeve. While still in London, he had been pressed by 
Campe to produce a new volume, Travel Pictures III; and he had also (through 
the instrumentality of Varnhagen) received an offer from Baron Johann FE Cotta 
— Germany’s newspaper magnate and head of its largest publishing firm — to 
assume the editorship of his prestigious and, within the limits of censorship, 
liberal Munich periodical, the New General Political Annals. But if Heine 
thought that a solid well-paying position added to his growing literary success 
made him an eligible suitor for Therese’s hand, he was, not for the first time, 
operating under a delusion. 

In 1827 Salomon Heine was well on his way to becoming one of Germany’s 
most important financiers. A substantial part of all municipal and government 
loans passed through his hands. Early in the century, he had formed a life-long 
business association with the Paris banker Beer Léon Fould, a granddaughter of 
whom was later to marry Salomon’s young son and heir, Carl Heine. Fould’s 
career strangely paralleled Salomon’s own. Both men were born in 1767. Both 
spent their adolescence as bank apprentices running about town — in Paris and 
Hamburg, respectively — delivering bills and cashing checks. One day Fould, 
who had arrived in Paris from Metz with a single pair of socks and no change of 
clothes, paused at a café and counted a sum of money he had cashed for his 
employer from the Banque de France. Finding that he had been given 100 
Louis d’ors too much, he retraced his steps, only to be told to keep the surplus 
money because ‘the Banque de France never makes a mistake’. 

With this for a starting capital, Fould made a fortune which, before the century 
was out, had enabled him to help finance Bonaparte’s Italian campaign. Simul- 
taneously Salomon Heine had worked his way up to manager of the Heckscher 
Bank, and by the time Napoleon was overrunning Germany he and Fould had 
cooperated in raising the war contributions imposed by the French on the free city 
of Hamburg. Illustrating the rise of capitalism through all the bouleversements 
since the French Revolution, both men prospered. Salomon Heine soon bought 
the Ottensen chateau near Hamburg where, in 1816, he entertained Fieldmarshal 
Blücher and later other prominent Germans. By 1828 Fould had acquired the 
Rocquencourt estate that had once belonged to the wife of Louis XIII. 

For a full understanding of Heine’s life-long money war with his Uncle 
Salomon it should be noted that the poet was the poor relation to an immensely 
wealthy family. Of his father’s 5 brothers, two others besides Salomon were rich 
bankers. In Hamburg lived Salomon’s younger brother Henry Heine, who had a 
highly respected bank of his own. He was the only one of his paternal family 
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who showed some understanding for the poet’s troubles and sometimes helped 
him with money without strings attached. His eldest uncle Isaac Heine died in 
1828 at Bordeaux. But two of his sons, Armand and Michel — after accumulat- 
ing a fortune from the slave-trade in New Orleans — established the Heine & Co. 
Bank in Paris. (Of Heine’s two other paternal uncles, one died as a young bach- 
elor; the other lived in Schwerin, where two of his sons became prominent 
physicians, but the poet had little contact with them.) 

_ Wherever Heine looked then or later in Hamburg or in Paris he was dazzled 
by fabulous riches. Only he, the genius of the family, was condemned to perma- 
nent money worries, The marriage of Uncle Salomon’s son Carl to Fould’s 
granddaughter Cécile united two great fortunes. Cécile, moreover, was a 
daughter of the Paris banker Elie Furtado. When Carl and Cécile Heine, having 
no children of their own, adopted the illegitimate daughter of her brother Paul, 
Cécile became — by a stipulation in her brother’s will — the sole heiress of the 
Furtado fortune as well. 

The adopted daughter, Pauline, married the duc d’Elchingen, a descendant 
of Marshal Ney, and their daughter, marrying into the Napoleon line, became a 
Princess Murat.'5 Jeffrey Sammons takes this as a sign that ‘the ambitious 
thrust of the Heine wealth was not into middle class assimilation’, but into the 
titled nobility. This is true, but it is pertinent that Cécile’s Fould and Furtado 
families lived in France — as did the owners of the Heine & Co. Bank in Paris, 
the brothers Armand and Michel Heine. In France the Jews had been emanci- 
pated, and Michel —a first cousin of the poet — became a regent of the Banque 
de France. His daughter Alice was to marry the duc de Richelieu, to divorce him 
after giving birth to the next duke and then to marry, as mentioned by 
Sammons, none less than ‘Albert I, Prince of Monaco’. 

In France, too, starting in the 1830s, Beer Léon Fould’s two sons, Benoit and 
Achille, entered politics and were elected to the Chamber of Deputies. Achille 
Fould (1800-67) became a leading politician and was to serve three times as 
France’s Minister of Finance under Louis Napoléon. 

Salomon Heine’s situation in Hamburg was different. Mighty and wealthy as 
he became, respected for his many charities and public services as well as for his 
integrity — which made him refrain from engaging in the growing wave of 
dubious Stock Exchange speculation in industrial and railway shares — he might 
have aspired to a patent of nobility, but was never even offered citizenship 
before he died. 

The marriages of his 4 daughters, however, were carefully arranged. Only 
his second-eldest (Fanny), brought, in modern terminology, a member of the 
free professions into the family: Dr Wilhelm Schröder, a physician. Maurice 
(Christian) Oppenheimer, the husband of Salomon’s eldest daughter Friede- 
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rike (who died young in 1823), was Salomon’s confidential clerk and remained 
his bank manager, entitled to sign letters in his name. Jonathan (John) Friedlin- 
der, who married Amalie, was not only a rich East Prussian landowner but had 
won the Iron Cross for distinguishing himself as an officer in the ‘War of Liber- 
ation’. Therese’s prospective husband, Dr Adolf (Christian Herman) Halle, 
was a 33-year-old stockbroker who became president of Hamburg’s Commer- 
cial Court. 

Friedlander lived in Königsberg, but the others were now members of Uncle 
Salomon’s family circle. Heine particularly detested Oppenheimer and the 
stockjobbing Halle, as he detested all Hamburg with its trading marts, not only 
because of their constant talk about foreign currency rates, agiotage and 
buying and selling, but perhaps even more because they were baptized (as was 
Friedlander; Dr Schréder was a born Christian). They, on the other hand, 
thought little of him, and treated him with the disparagement of careerists for 
an idler. To make matters worse, there was his own brother-in-law, the Ham- 
burg merchant Maurice Embden. Heine, out of consideration for his sister 
Charlotte, tried at first to be on friendly terms with him in spite of their politi- 
cal differences, but in the end they had a mighty row. Heine sometimes had a 
tendency to blame others for adverse situations of his own causing, but this 
does not mean that there may not have been some truth to his complaints that 
Embden, Oppenheimer and Halle spoke badly of him to Uncle Salomon; for 
they were all, for one reason or another, united against him. 

Salomon himself, of course, was nobody’s fool, and if Heine, after the Ama- 
lie ‘affair’, had really set his eyes on Therese, the banker must have thought that 
the nephew whom he was supporting was after his daughters and their money. 
Curiously enough Uncle Salomon, after strongly insisting that Heine study law, 
had done nothing to help establish him in the legal profession or some associ- 
ated career. He had obviously realized that his nephew was an impractical man 
constitutionally unfit for any of the humdrum occupations that made the world 
go round. He liked something about the young man, felt a family responsibility 
for him and sometimes made him unexpected gifts of money. But he was hardly 
pleased to have his name associated with a dissident writer who, besides annoy- 
ing the authorities by extolling Napoleon, drew attention (as Heine had done in 
Ratcliff) to the existence of ‘two fiercely warring nations, to wit the sated and 
the hungry’, and otherwise reminded Hamburg’s several hundred Jewish weal- 
thy inhabitants of the mass of their more ‘authentic’ co-religionists living in 
misery in Poland. 

In any case, whether Heine’s idea of marrying Therese was a phantasm or 
based on some encouragement, he had ruined his chances, slight as they were, 
by his breach of faith in cashing Salomon’s letter of credit to the London Roth- 
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schilds. Salomon was not a man to be trifled with. No sooner had his nephew 
returned from England at the end of September 1827 than the banker took him 
to task in a brusque and insulting manner, as is evident from the fragment of a 
letter Heine wrote to Varnhagen on 12 February (but only sent off on 1 April) 
1828: ‘Never in my life shall I return to Hamburg; my uncle there, the million- 
aire, has behaved towards me like the lowest villain. Things of surpassing bit- 
terness have happened to me in Hamburg, things which I should have found 
impossible to endure had I not been the only person to know about them.’ By 
the time he was writing this, Heine was in Munich, having left Hamburg the 
previous October, 4 weeks or so after Salomon read him the riot act. What 
words had passed between them on that occasion remains a mystery. One biog- 
rapher has written that Heine ended the confrontation by calmly telling Salo- 
mon: ‘You know, uncle, the best thing about you is that you bear my name.’ 
This makes for a good story, but as far as documentary evidence goes, this 
remark first appeared in a letter written by Heine 9 years after the event, when 
it struck deeply enough for Salomon to remember it years later and to keep 
ironically addressing letters to his nephew with the words, ‘Heinrich Heine, 
Esquire, the founder of the family, after whom all Heines worth mentioning are 
named’, or to sign them ‘Salomon Heine, the man who bears your name.’! 

Heine was in a bitter frame of mind when he set out for Munich on 27 Oct- 
ober 1827. On the way he visited his parents at Lüneburg, then went to Göttin- 
gen, where he saw Baron Sartorius, his old professor, and his friend Moser, and 
on to Kassel. There he met the two famous Grimm brothers, and had his por- 
trait done by their younger brother, the painter and copper engraver Ludwig 
Emil Grimm. Of all the many earlier or later portraits of Heine, Grimm’s etch- 
ing of him in a Romantic, rather Byronesque pose was to become the best- 
known. Beneath the portrait Heine wrote two lines: 


Cross-tempered, moody, my heart cold, 
I journey moodily through the cold world. 


(Verdrossnen Sinn im kalten Herzen hegend 
Reis ich verdriesslich durch die kalte Welt) 


Before leaving Hamburg he had met his cousin Amalie, the haughty, cold adoles- 
cent ‘queen’ and ‘madonna’ who 11 years earlier had inspired his first tormented 
love. Now ‘a fat lady’, he wrote to Varnhagen the morning he visited her on 19 
October, ‘the good woman arrived yesterday, just on the day when the new 
edition of my Youthful Sorrows was published.” Of Therese, his supposed 
new love whom he had just lost, not a word. One of the many places where he 
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broke his slow solitary journey to Munich was at Heidelberg, where his 20- 
year-old brother Maximilian was studying medicine. 

After Heine’s death, Maximilian was to write that Heine had purposely and 
unethically cashed Salomon’s letter of credit immediately on arrival in London 
in order to forestall Salomon’s changing his mind and informing Rothschild 
that the document was only an ‘empty form’; Heine authorities, however, doubt 
this story, and many other episodes in Maximilian’s ‘Recollections’ are consid- 
ered unreliable. '® 

It is worth noting that before leaving London, Heine had (in the letter of 19 
October already quoted) swore Varnhagen to secrecy about the 800 Thaler trans- 
ferred to him for safekeeping in Berlin: ‘No one must know that I have this 
money.’ He added that in view of his rift with his Hamburg family, ‘I must at all 
times have money available for travelling.’ From Munich he wrote to Varn- 
hagen on 12 February 1828 that Baron Cotta was paying him ‘very generously’ 
for his new editorial job, but stressed that this, too, must remain a secret 
between them: ‘No one must know that I have money... I want to undertake this 
year something for which I will need money so badly that I would have to steal 
it from heaven were I not to have it.’ 

What scheme Heine harboured in his seething mind is an enigma. He had 
knowingly lived extravagantly in England on Uncle Salomon’s letter of credit 
and had used some of the money cashed from Rothschild to pay off old debts to 
various friends. From London he had written that he hoped ‘to have the 
strength of mind’ not to return to Hamburg, and it is as likely as not that when 
deciding to put aside 800 Thaler of his uncle’s money for future emergencies he 
already felt at war with Salomon, and was in a momentary mood to break with 
him. Since early youth Heine had developed an outcast’s feeling of standing 
alone against the world — whether the Burschenschaften, the illiberal Prussian 
regime, the class-conscious rich, whether Christians or Jews, who snubbed him 
—and while he had friends and acquaintances in various places, he was, both as a 
poet and as a person, very much a solitary figure. He had no permanent home, 
no settled position or regular income. His basic insecurity and naiveté in practi- 
cal matters were, however, counterbalanced by a combination of pride, ambi- 
tion and imaginative derring-do in his character. 

Heine was not simply a non-conformist. Already at 19, speaking in the flush 
of uncertain first love, he had likened himself to ‘a fanatical chess player’ who, 
having ‘lost the queen on my first move’, goes on playing, ‘playing for the 
queen!’ It was not in him to be submissive; his fighting spirit waxed with every 
obstacle. He played for high stakes, and the peculiar thing about his approach 
was that he sometimes, with utter unconcern for reality, engaged in risky strata- 
gems while knowing full well that they would ultimately work against him. 
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Wadepuhl, for one, has claimed that Heine had asked Therese to defy her par- 
ents and marry him without their consent. Though a scholar of repute, Wade- 
puhl unfortunately cited no evidence in support of this assertion.'? But given 
Heine’s eccentricity and his capacity for self-delusion, it is not inconceivable 
that he did so and that his appropriation of the letter of credit may have been 
connected with this or some other quixotic scheme that passed through his 
mind. 

His journey to Munich ‘through the cold world’ of November 1827 was not 
all melancholy. At Frankfurt he met and had long talks with Ludwig Borne, 
whose fame as Germany’s sharpest political writer had preceded his own. Borne 
was later to become the hero of Germany’s ‘radical’ Left, and political as well as 
personal differences were to drive him and Heine apart in Paris, but for the 
moment all was friendship between them. On other stops of his journey to 
Bavaria, Heine was pleased to discover that he was now a celebrity. In Stuttgart 
he spent several days at the home of Wolfgang Menzel, Germany’s foremost lit- 
erary critic, and it was not until the end of November that he finally reached 
Munich. 

There, a new but short-lived chapter opened in his life. He was most cor- 
dially received by Baron Cotta von Cottendorf, who offered him 2,000 Gulden a 
year to edit the Political Annals. It was a comfortable post at a generous salary, 
seeing that most of the work was to be done by his co-editor, Dr Friedrich 
Lindner, a well-known liberal journalist and the author of a much-discussed 
plan to unite Bavaria, Württemberg and Baden into a confederation to counter- 
balance the reactionary tendencies of Prussia and Austria. Except for a monthly 
essay, Heine was to be saddled with few responsibilities. He found life among 
the phlegmatic Bavarians in the ‘Athens of beer’ — an allusion to the grandiose 
plans of the new King Ludwig I, an amateur poet and general patron of the 
arts, to turn Munich into a centre of science, literature and art — tepid and 
uninspiring, but settled down to live ‘like a grandseigneur’ in an apartment he 
rented in a noble mansion. 

In Munich, Heine showed the many facets of his complex character. He had 
found in Cotta, a jovial, cultured, elderly gentleman who, besides being the 
publisher of Goethe and Schiller, was vice-president of the Württemberg Diet, 
the nearest thing to an ideal employer. Moreover, Cotta publicly supported the 
cause of Jewish emancipation, and Heine — ‘greatly agitated by the public dis- 
cussion of the subject’ — hailed his speech in the Diet ‘a victory for humanity’. 
Devoting an entire issue of the Political Annals to the debate of the bill which in 
April 1828 granted Wiirttemberg’s Jews full civil equality, he privately singled 
out its importance as ‘a first example in a constitutional state’ which put ‘liberal 
Prussia’ to shame.”° Cotta, who owned important newspapers in other parts of 
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Germany, had long-term plans for Heine and had offered him an annual con- 
tract. Heine, however, with all his needs ‘provided for’ to his perfect satisfaction 
and security at last in the offing, would not commit himself for more than half a 
year. 

‘I want to be free,’ he had written to Campe a few days after his arrival in 
Munich. Calming his Hamburg publisher’s fears that, tempted by Cotta’s 
higher fees, he would transfer his works to the latter’s publishing firm, he 
assured Campe that he would stay with him and promised to devote his ‘best 
hours’ to producing Travel Pictures III. Should Munich’s ‘horrible’ climate 
prove injurious to his health, he wrote, he would simply pack his bags and go on 
a tour of Italy. 

At the same time, though ridiculing the King’s artistic pretensions by remark- 
ing that the painters he patronized looked better than their pictures, he went 
out of his way to seek the Royal favour for his appointment to a professorship at 
Munich University. For this purpose he cultivated the friendship of Eduard 
Schenk, a poet and playwright whom Ludwig I presently chose to be his Minis- 
ter of the Interior, and of Michael Beer, another of the King’s favourite authors 
(and a brother of the composer Meyerbeer). In mid-April 1828 Heine pub- 
lished an anonymous review of Beer’s tragedy Struensee so blatantly designed to 
flatter that he wrote Moser: ‘And imagine — I, I, I, I wrote it! The gods them- 
selves are dumbfounded. Think what you will.’?? 

On 18 June, Heine asked Cotta to present his books to the King and to say 
that he wished to be judged solely by his talent ‘and not by the good or bad use 
to which it had hitherto been put’; and on 28 July, in a letter to the King 
formally proposing Heine for an assistant professorship, Schenk similarly inti- 
mated that, like ‘several other geniuses in our German fatherland’, this particu- 
lar applicant had committed some youthful transgressions and only needed a 
beneficent Royal hand to keep him to the straight path. 

Heine’s apparent readiness to ‘sell his pen to the Bavarian court’ for a grace- 
and-favour professorship has, to say the least, perplexed some of his modern 

. biographers.?* Heine’s defenders have argued that, compared to Prussia, ‘the 
King of Bavaria was at that time a pillar of liberalism, of cultural and political 
progress’ (as he was indeed until the July Revolution in France); and that even 
in his review of Struensee, Heine — ‘an ebullient genius ruined by his own 
naiveté’ rather than a coolly calculating opportunist — had highlighted the play’s 
significance as a cry for freedom and a protest against ‘the inequality of the 
classes’.73 

Early during his stay in Munich, Heine had met and struck up a friendship 
with Fyodor Ivanovich Tyutchev, a cosmopolitan Russian diplomat married toa 

German noblewoman. In their company and that of Schenk and Beer, he began 
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to frequent the town’s aristocratic society and most exclusive circles, thereby 
incurring criticism from some liberals. Catholic circles influential in the politics 
of the Bavarian court were likewise annoyed, resenting as they did Heine’s 
ironic treatment of German indifference towards liberty. ‘The Englishman 
loves liberty as he does his lawful spouse,’ and will if necessary defend it like a 
man protecting his ‘bed-chamber’, they read in Heine’s English Fragments, 
which were being serialized in the Political Annals and in Cotta’s Morning 
Chronicle for the Educated Classes. ‘The Frenchman loves liberty as he does his 
chosen bride,’ with the passion of one ready to commit ‘any folly for it and ‘to 
fight for it at the risk of his life. The German loves liberty as he does his old 
grandmother.’ Conservative and Jesuit circles were even more annoyed by what 
they regarded as irreverent passages about religion in Heine’s Travel Pictures I. 

How Heine meant to continue as a dissident writer in a university post 
depending on the favour of the King, who was himself a religious mystic, is a 
mystery. But he has not been widely accused of being ready to betray the cause 
of liberalism; for Heine might make compromises, but he was to prove a skillful 
navigator between Scylla and Charybdis. A man of many paradoxes, he soon 
made his position clear: ‘In Munich people think that I shall tone down my 
attacks on the aristocracy now that I live in the foyer of the noblesse and am in 
love with the most lovable aristocratic ladies — and am loved by them. But they 
are mistaken. My love of equality, my hatred of the clergy were never stronger 
than now, it has become practically a bias with me.’”* 


At the beginning of September 1828 Heine was on his way from Leghorn to 
Lucca. A month before, taking a step he had contemplated from the day of his 
arrival in Munich, he had packed his bags and left on a tour of Italy. Since 
crossing the Brenner Pass he had stopped at Trent, inspected the amphitheatre 
and the palace of the Capuletti at Verona, spent several days sightseeing in both 
Milan and Genoa, and nearly a week in Leghorn. 

By 5 September he had settled down for several weeks in Bagni di Lucca and 
wrote to Schenk, now Bavaria’s Minister of the Interior, that he would next 
proceed to Florence, and there hoped to get ‘the long-expected joyful news’ of 
his nomination to a professorship. He did so in spite of the fact that as early as 
February he had sensed that there was a whispering campaign against him in 
Munich and had written, ‘I am surrounded by enemies and the intrigues of 
clerics.”*5 As if to illustrate that his constant talk of being beleaguered by 
enemies was not based on paranoia, he had hardly departed for Italy when, 
on 18 August, clerical circles openly attacked the Political Annals and Heine 
personally. In a virulent article in the literary review Eos, a leading Jesuit padre, 
Ignaz Dollinger, besides accusing Heine of blaspheming against the Holy 
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Virgin in his writings, took issue with his notion that ‘all men were born equally 
noble’. Derisively he wondered aloud what Heine stood to gain ‘by the general 
baronization of the whole human species from Hottentots to Europe’s monar- 
chic families’, considering that ‘his own pedigree goes back straight to 
Abraham and is understandably much older than that of the first Baron of 
Christianity.’ 

From Bagni di Lucca, Heine informed various correspondents that he was 
‘taking the baths, chatting with pretty women, climbing the Apennines and 
committing a thousand follies. The mountain air makes one forget one’s small 
worries and sorrows, and the soul expands.’ Although he did not speak the lan- 
guage — ‘I see Italy, but I cannot hear it’ — he observed to Schenk that the 
country spoke to him through its ‘broken Roman columns, crumbling Lombard 
towers and Gothic pillars.’ He knew Latin, and if at night he pretended to con- 
verse with the ghosts of the ancients, he found the living Italians with their 
‘operatic speech’ to be most amiable people. ‘There is, too, a language which is 
understood by half of humankind from Lapland to Japan.’ The eyes of Italian 
women, he went on in a high mood, ‘speak more eloquently than a Demos- 
thenes or Cicero.””7 

He planned a longish stay in Italy, but his intention to return to Munich was 
not affected by the Eos attack on him. A letter of 6 September to Moser men- 
tioned his hatred of the clergy and declared the need to be ‘one-sided’ and par- 
tisan. He was the same Heine who had told Varnhagen the previous year that 
his Book of LeGrand had to be written because ‘in this servile epoch something 
had to be done.’ In his English Fragments, remarking that the printing press and 
gunpowder had broken the joint ‘spiritual and mundane’ hegemony of the 
church and the feudal aristocracy, he had proclaimed ‘freedom’ to be the ‘new 
religion, the religion of our age’. Now, in the first section of his Italian impres- 
sions, Journey from Munich to Genoa, written at Bagni di Lucca and throughout 
the month of October in Florence (to be serialized while he was still in Italy in 
Cotta’s Morning Chronicle for the Educated Classes and later to go into Travel 
Pictures IJI), he was about to announce the age of ideologies and supra-national 
party strife. 

‘We are on the battlefield of Marengo.’ With this phrase Heine set the stage 
for his famous series of reflections on the post-Napoleonic era, beginning with 
the prospect that world history, instead of being moved by the material interests 
of rapacious princes, might now become ‘a history of minds’. He went on: 
‘Nationalism, with its vanity and its hatred, has become worn and brittle.’ 
Foolish national prejudices and sharp particularities were becoming more and 
more submerged ‘in the universality of European civilization. There are no 
more nations in Europe, only parties, and it is marvellous to see how well these, 
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despite their great diversity of colours, recognize one another and how well, 
despite the numerous differences of language, they get on together.’ 

It was in Italy that Heine, momentarily free of the petty cares and manoeu- 
vres that made up his daily life in Germany, developed the European, indeed, 
universalist outlook which two years earlier he had mentioned to Varnhagen 
was his aspiration. The battlefield of Marengo, whether Heine actually visited 
the scene or invented it, provided him with a suitable setting not only for mod- 
erating his previous ‘hosannas’ to Napoleon and taking a more balanced view of 
him, but for proclaiming the aims of the new epoch in history. 

‘What is the great task of our age? It is emancipation. The emancipation... 
not only of the Irish, the Greeks, the Jews of Frankfurt, the Blacks and the 
West Indies... but the emancipation of the whole world.’ Although Europe had 
come of age and was ‘wrenching itself free from the iron leading-strings of the 
privileged aristocracy’, Heine was under no delusion that it would take a long 
time ‘before the great feast of emancipation can be celebrated’ and that mean- 
while the age of ‘intellectual interests’ and conflicting ideologies would be one 
of struggle. 

The dead buried on the battlefield reminded him that ‘every inch in the 
advance of mankind is achieved at the price of rivers of blood... Every human 
individual is a world that is born and dies with him; beneath each tombstone 
lies a history of the world. That is what the dead would tell us.’ But the ‘war for 
the liberation of mankind’ would give life to future generations of ‘men born 
without fetters’ and to a world of ideas and feelings ‘which we who are slaves 
cannot even imagine’; and he proclaimed his faith in the ultimate victory of 
freedom over all world evils. ‘Each age has its task, and by accomplishing it 
advances mankind.’ Addressing posterity, he went on: 


Do not laugh when you read this. Each generation believes that its 
struggle is the most important of all... and we, too, living and dying 
for the religion of freedom... believe that ours is the most vital strug- 
gle ever fought on this earth, even if historic premonition tells us 
that our grandchildren may look down on it with the same indiffer- 
ence as ours towards the first men who had to fight similarly rapa- 
cious aboriginal monsters, flying serpents and giant predators. 


On 11 November 1828, together with the manuscript of Journey from Munich to 
Genoa, Heine sent Cotta, at the latter’s request, his suggestions for revamping 
the Political Annals, which Cotta had suspended on the termination of Heine’s 
contract in July, but meant to reissue in January. Once again Heine was chiefly 
to lend his name to the monthly and he suggested Gustav Kolb, one of the most 
experienced and staunchest liberal journalists working for Cotta’s publications, 
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as his preferred co-editor. To Kolb he wrote on the same day that ‘at this time 
of struggle between ideas, journals are our fortresses.’ Heine, in short, antici- 
pated the importance of public opinion in Germany, where it had yet to emerge. 
In the ‘rejuvenated’ Political Annals he intended to give ‘the liberal conscience’ 
a suitable organ. He proposed as its motto the phrase from his Italian impres- 
sions: ‘There are no more nations in Europe, only parties.’ 

A few days after this, he suffered a series of blows. In mid-November he 
learned that his long-expected professorship had been rejected by the Bavarian 
King, Munich’s clerical circles having prevailed over Schenk’s and Cotta’s infl- 
uence, By 24 November the news that his father’s health was rapidly failing put 
an end to his stay in the beautiful land ‘where the lemons blossom’ and he set 
out on his journey home. The historian Ranke, who met Heine during a stop- 
over in Venice at the end of November, wrote to Varnhagen that he looked like 
a man driven by some strange premonition. Travelling via Verona, Trent and 
Innsbruck, Heine reached Munich on or about 11 December, only to learn 
from Cotta that the Political Annals would not be resumed. 

His parents had recently moved to Hamburg, and he was on his way there 
when, at Wurzburg, the news of his father’s death caught up with him. Heine 
stayed for 6 weeks with his mother and in February 1829 moved to Berlin, 
where as late as March Rahel Varnhagen noted in a letter that he looked ‘com- 
pletely devastated by his father’s death. Not everyone takes it so hard: e.g., his 
siblings.’ Heine loved his father, who ‘thought less with his brain than with his 
heart’, and he spoke to Rahel of the ‘extraordinary harmony between him and 
this “splendid” father, who had perfectly understood him.” Rahel, and to 
some extent Baron Cotta’s wife, who happened to be in Berlin and was a great 
admirer of his, tried to relieve his melancholy. At the princely house of the 
banker Abraham Mendelssohn he met his 20-year-old son Felix and a few days 
later, together with Rahel Varnhagen, he attended the historic first performance 
—a century to the day since the last — of Bach’s St Matthem Passion, resuscitated 
and conducted by Felix Mendelssohn. 

At the Mendelssohns’, Heine met some of Berlin’s musical and intellectual 
personalities and had his portrait done by Felix’s brother-in-law, Ludwig 
Hensel, who painted all the great figures of his time. In Munich, the previous 
year, Heine had made the rounds of the city’s art galleries with Robert Schu- 
mann; now he made the acquaintance of Giacomo Meyerbeer, dined occasion- 
ally with the Varnhagens, the Cottas, the beautiful Friederike Robert, and 
Achim and Bettina von Arnim, and met Moser and other old friends. 

But his father’s death and the blow to his confident hopes of a professorship 
made him feel out of sorts amid all this socializing. Campe was pressing for 
more of his Italian impressions to put into Travel Pictures III, but Heine’s 
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nervous, distracted mood was not conducive to writing. He even quarreled with 
the Varnhagens — though not for long — but at last, in the third week of April, he 
took himself in hand. Retreating to Potsdam, to live ‘like a lonely Robinson 
[Crusoe] on his island’, he began to write The Baths of Lucca. ‘Ill and miserable 
as I feel, I am, as though in self-derision, engaged in describing the happiest 
time of my life,’ he wrote to Friederike Robert on 30 May, referring to the exu- 
berance he had felt in the intoxicating air of the Apennines, which encouraged 
wild, heroic dreams. ‘But how meek and tame I have become since the death 
of my father! Now I would like to be a little cat cuddling up by some fireplace...’ 
In September 1830 Varnhagen wrote to Heine that Alexander Humboldt, 
Prussia’s enlightened elder statesman and royal adviser, as well as Prince 
Piickler-Muskau — another liberal who, when not abroad, had access to the 
court of the reactionary King Friedrich Wilhelm III — thought highly of him. 
Unknown to Heine, Friedrich von Gentz, Metternich’s right-hand man and 
‘Secretary of Europe’ since the Vienna Congress, was about the same time 
praising him in two letters to his old friend Rahel Varnhagen, which on 5 
November led her husband to report to Heine: ‘I am able to announce to you a 
magic and perhaps unprecedented miracle. The famous Herr von Gentz, 
whose political views you are familiar with but who in spite of these aberrations 
is our dear friend, always has your songs on his desk, before his eyes, on his lips, 
in his memory, and is completely under your spell, although he hardly approves 
any of your political ideas.’ All this was most flattering at a time when Heine 
was under attack from all sides, and indeed he showed Campe one of Gentz’s 
letters to the Varnhagens.79 

But Gentz was one of the godfathers of the thought-control system that 
censored his books; Humboldt ‘greatly praised’ Heine only in the privacy of 
his circle of intimates; and in the case of Piickler-Muskau, Varnhagen thought 
it prudent not to mention his name. Instead he identified him as the author of 
Letters from a Dead Man (Briefe eines Verstorbenen) and quoted from a letter in 
which this highly sophisticated and cosmopolitan prince, declaring his great 
admiration for Heine’s talent and wit, acutely observed that ‘in spite of his 
occasional lack of tact... a man capable of writing such moving poetry cannot 
be all that malicious,’ and further stated that he subscribed to Heine’s ‘political 
principles and his views on religion.’ 

Other than such highly placed sympathizers as Humboldt and Piickler- 
Muskau, not to mention the countless Berlin celebrities with whom he was 
acquainted, Heine also had closer friends in various places. In Hamburg there 
was Friedrich Merckel, to whom he had dedicated Travel Pictures 1. A business- 
man with a penchant for literature, Merckel regularly smoothed rough edges 
in Heine’s dealings with Campe and also diligently helped to prepare his 
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manuscripts for the press. At Magdeburg there was Immermann, for whom 
Heine did an unusual service in March 1830. Taking time off from his troubles 
to revise minutely Immermann’s satirical epic Tulifantchen, he spent long hours 
on a letter of many pages, containing his suggestions for improving its rhythm 
and metrics, along with the explanatory notes. This ‘remarkable and unique’ lit- 
erary document, as Sammons has called it, showing ‘the artist Heine still intact 
and functioning’ in the midst of his political writings,3° also reveals the less- 
known kindness of his nature, hidden by the foil of his public cynicism. And 
there were the transitory or enduring friendships he had formed with such 
radical or moderate liberal writers, publicists and newspaper editors as Borne, 
Kolb, Johann Detmold (later to become a reactionary Minister of Justice), 
Wolfgang Menzel, August Lewald and others too numerous to mention. 

But politically Heine stood exposed and alone. Of all his potential comrades- 
in-arms, Varnhagen was practically the only one publicly to extend him sup- 
port of a sort at a time when he needed it. If, as mentioned before, he sometimes 
appeared to be an army complete unto himself moving all over the field, it was 
not only, as he claimed, because of the circumstances forced on him by ‘the 
struggle of the age’ — an age presided over with pious mumbo-jumbo by some 
of undemocratic Europe’s mightiest monarchs — but because the pressures of 
fighting the formidable array of public servants, police apparatus, press, theatre 
and university supervisors at their disposal brought out a rebellious side of his 
nature which made him clash and fight on some fronts and issues that a less 
complicated character would not have wasted his energy and ammunition on 

‘Can you lend me ten louis d’ors?? Heine asked Merckel on 4 June. His 
Travel Pictures I was about to go into a second edition in July, but although he 
was constantly writing and publishing, and in addition to his fees from Campe 
had been allowed by Baron Cotta to draw a certain amount against future work 
for his newspapers, it was not the first time that he was without money since he 
had fallen out with Uncle Salomon. Thus, on 18 May 1829, during his retreat 
to solitude in Potsdam, he had appealed to Moser to send him 40 Thaler imme- 
diately, ‘otherwise I shall starve to death here.’ With the money lent him by 
Moser he had gone to Helgoland and completed The Baths of Lucca there. 

Now he was out of pocket again. He promised Merckel to return the money 
in a fortnight, and at the end of June, feeling the need to restore his nerves by 
the seaside, left for Helgoland again. ‘Where shall I find a resting-place?’ he 
wondered in a letter from the island to his one-time fellow-student, Friedrich 
Steinmann. Nine years after his ouster from Göttingen University and its 
Burschenschaft — when he had asked Steinmann, ‘Where shall I go now?’ — he 
found himself similarly adrift, homeless and disoriented. He wrote to Stein- 
mann that he was ‘tired of this guerilla war’ with the censorship and the people 
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in power. Reflecting on the irony of the fact that he, who was built for a contem- 
plative life, should have become a political militant breaking his head about ‘the 
problems of the age’, he wondered what he had achieved by disturbing the 
comfort of his countrymen and his vain attempt to arouse that giant ‘fool of a 
German people from his thousand-year-long slumber... He opens his eyes for an 
instant, but relapses into sleep; he yawns, only to snore all the louder within the 
minute.’ He summed up his personal dilemma: ‘In Germany I cannot remain. I 
have a choice between France, England, Italy and North America.’ 
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The July Revolution: Saint-Simon, Fourier and Buonarroti 


‘We are dancing on a volcano,’ remarked Count Achille de Salvandy, a French 
writer and future Minister of Education, in the course of a grand ball on the 
night of 31 May 1830. Louis-Philippe, Duke of Orléans, was entertaining the 
Court of France, led by King Charles X, while allegedly privy, if not actively 
engaged in, a conspiracy to overthrow him. Charles X, formerly Count of 
Artois and a brother of the executed Louis XVI, was the second occupant of 
the throne since its restoration to the Bourbons after Napoleon’s fall. 

Louis-Philippe’s father, ‘Philippe Egalité’, in committing the ‘treachery’ of 
voting for the execution of his cousin Louis XVI, had hardly improved the 
longexisting strain between the Bourbon family and its younger Orléans 
branch. Nevertheless, in the midst of the Napoleonic wars, Louis-Philippe, the 
present Duke, after much diplomacy and a complicated courtship, had 
managed to marry a Bourbon princess. Marie-Amélie, who became his wife at 
Palermo in 1809, was a daughter of Ferdinand IV, King of the Two Sicilies, 
brother to the Bourbon king of Spain and a linear descendant of the ‘Sun 
King’. The match was all the more remarkable at the time as Marie-Amélie’s 
formidable mother happened to be a sister of the executed Marie Antoinette, 
and had been doubly mistrustful of Louis-Philippe as the son of a ‘regicide’. 

Louis-Philippe’s ball was given in honour of his brother-in-law, Francis II, 
who had succeeded Ferdinand IV and was on a state visit to Paris. It was a mem- 
orable affair not only because of the presence of so many Bourbons, headed by 
the King of France, but because France was in the throes of a political crisis. 
The King’s chief Minister, Polignac — a so-called Ultra~Royalist whom he had 
appointed in defiance of the Chamber of Deputies — had been defeated in a 
vote. Now the victorious opposition was demanding that the King appoint a 
more representative government, actually petitioning him for it, which was all 
that the Constitutional Charter granted by the restored Bourbons allowed it to 
do. 

Forty years after the French Revolution had proclaimed the ‘sovereignty of 
the people’, the Chamber represented a privileged and exclusive minority of 
some 100,000 voters in a nation of 25 million. Charles’s brother, Louis XVIII, 
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who had originally promulgated the Charter as his ‘gift’ to the nation in 1814, 
had left some of the Revolution’s achievements untouched. Charles X, who 
succeeded him in 1824, was a more ingrained absolutist. In the 6 years since he 
had anointed himself in a medieval ceremony at Reims Cathedral, he had sup- 
pressed press freedom and antagonized liberals by a Joi de sacrilège which 
imposed the death sentence on the theft of church objects and a whole series of 
allegedly anti-religious offences. This, protested the duc de Broglie, ‘not in 
1204, on the eve of the Crusade urged by Pope Innocent IH against the Albi- 
gensians, or in 1572... but in the rgth century, in a free country where freedom 
of worship is universally acknowledged.’ 

The King had further decided to pay an indemnity of a thousand million 
francs — the so-called milliard des émigrés — to returned noblemen for property 
confiscated during the Revolution. The bourgeoisie, who lost some of the inter- 
est on their government bonds — which was reduced in order to raise the funds 
for the indemnity — were not alone in resenting this bonus to the aristocracy. 
Except for its beneficiaries, the indemnity and the Law of Sacrilege between 
them defeated all that had been achieved in ‘forty years of hard work and 
misery’ since the Great Revolution; and as though to illustrate that the clock 
had indeed been turned back to the days of the ancien régime, Charles X had 
reinstated its full protocol and court etiquette. 

Marie Antoinette’s former dancing master, M. Abraham, who had been out 
of a job for 25 years, was back on the scene in his jabot with lacy frills, instruct- 
ing aristocratic young ladies about to be presented at court in the rigorous intri- 
cacies of this etiquette. The young comtesse d’Agoult, whose wedding in 1827 
was attended by Charles X and the entire Court of France, practised with M. 
Abraham the three equidistant curtseys she would have to make at court while 
moving from the gallery towards the King and his gentlemen before he rose and 
acknowledged her; Madame d’Agoult — whom Karl Marx, by a curious chain of 
circumstances, was later to meet in Paris — rehearsed for long hours the art of 
kicking back the long train of the white velvet coat she was to wear over her 
tulle dress by means of elegant little foot tricks. 

Charles X, who was 73 years old in 1830, was a dignified figure. But he was 
rigid in his views and, making up in obstinacy for what he lacked in sagacity, 
steadfastly refused to accede to the petition of the parliamentary majority and 
give up any of his rights under the Charter as he interpreted it. Aloof from his 
people, he misread their feelings and the signs of the times. Three months 
before the ball at the Palais Royal, French society had received a cultural shock 
in the famous ‘battle’ over Victor Hugo’s Hernani. Though ostensibly a non- 
political theatre revolution, it was to have wider consequences and was actually 
a presage of events in the offing. 
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The play was written in 28 days and produced in that very fortress of classi- 
cism, the Théatre Frangais, on 25 February, after 5 months of preparations and 
newspaper controversy. The interval had permitted Hugo’s young friend Théo- 
phile Gautier to mobilize a claque of 400 art students from the Quartier Latin. 
Shaggy-haired, greasy, demonstratively dressed in Spanish cloaks, Robespierre 
waistcoats and Rubens hats or Henry III caps, and armed with clubs, they had 
entered the cavernous dark hall early in the afternoon, ready to fight in the 
cause of youth, Romanticism and ‘liberty’. 

Strategically disposing themselves about its 1,500 seats, they picnicked while 
they waited during the long afternoon. As the cloakrooms were locked, some 
relieved themselves in dark corners, and there was scandal from the moment 
the lights went on and the stunned bourgeois audience filed in, ‘the ladies 
picking up their satin-shod feet in disgust, their nostrils further offended by the 
pervasive smell of garlic sausage’ and other odours.' 

Balzac, Dumas, Sainte-Beuve, Stendhal, Prosper Merimée and the entire 
Romantic young guard were present, Gautier’s ‘red’ (actually rose-coloured) 
satin doublet, green trousers, black coat and wide hat standing out among all the 
bohemian garb. Fought amidst uproar, catcalls, jeers and hisses night after 
night, with the aggressive ‘barbarians’ and libertarians of /a jeune France (and 
the performance by Mademoiselle Mars) finally triumphing over the ‘classicists’ 
who had dominated the theatre for two centuries, Hernani unleashed passions 
and emotions which were like a barometric indication that the dynamics of rev- 
olution were at work. 

‘I can understand the furies of 1793’, Alfred de Vigny wrote after witnessing 
the rage provoked by Hernani. Charles X, to the extent that he was at all aware 
of what was happening, was all the more determined to resist the need for 
change. A fortnight before he was to attend Louis-Philippe’s ball, he had 
peremptorily dissolved the Chamber, fearing that once he yielded to the mis- 
guided deputies and the republican newspapers, and gave up his right to choose 
his ministers, he would lose all. ‘When a king is threatened’, he told a Court 
gathering, ‘he has no choice but to mount his horse’ and fight or else he would 
‘find himself in a tumbril’, transported to the guillotine like his brother Louis 
XVI. 

Ghosts of the French Revolution thus haunted the night of 31 May 1830. 
Louis-Philippe’s receptions and dinners were known for the brilliance and 
diversity of the company attending them. This time, too, the splendidly illumi- 
nated salons of the Palais Royal were filled with politicians of every shade of 
opinion, along with courtiers, distinguished artists and society leaders with 
their dressedup ladies. Louis-Philippe was always careful to behave with ‘model 
propriety’ towards Charles X but the King, after his formal entry between two 


288 


SAINT-SIMON, FOURIER AND BUONARROTI 


lines of Guards, was not too pleased to espy the leaders of the opposition 
among the company — men like the bankers Jacques Lafitte and Casimir Périer; 
François Guizot and Royer-Collard, leaders of the so-called ‘doctrinaire’ parti- 
sans of a constitutional monarchy; Adolphe Thiers, who had recently started a 
radical newspaper, Le National, with the express intention of overthrowing 
Charles; the brothers Bertin, publishers of the Journal des Débats, and various 
deputies who were only moderate royalists or outright republicans. 

Adolphe Thiers, a 33-year-old lawyer, journalist and historian, short of 
stature but not of ambition, is said to have obtained the funds for starting Le 
National from Talleyrand. He and Guizot, a 43-year-old professor of history of 
Huguenot origin and narrow conservative views, were indeed to become the key 
figures in French politics in the new ‘bourgeois’ monarchy of Louis-Philippe of 
Orléans, which replaced that of Charles. 

At a certain point during the ball, Charles walked out onto a terrace. The 
huge, magnificently festooned and lit-up gardens of the Palais Royal were black 
with idle Parisians. Sniffing the north wind, Charles remarked, ‘Gentlemen, the 
weather is fine for my fleet at Algiers!’ The King, who had set new elections, felt 
sure that the imminent conquest of Algiers would turn public opinion in his 
favour and help him to weather the crisis. But when he inclined his head to the 
crowd below, not a single Vive le roi was heard. Instead, there were cries of Vive 
le duc d’Orléans! 

Upstairs at 1 a.m., a festive supper was served. Two military bands played, 
and dancing, gambling and conversation went on till 5 o’clock. Charles, how- 
ever, though preserving an unruffled countenance, had indicated his displeasure 
by making his royal exit a full hour before midnight. The comtesse de Boigne 
found it scandalous on Louis-Philippe’s part to have invited ‘persons most dis- 
agreeable to the King’ and, moreover, to have thrown the gardens and courtyard 
wide open to ‘the multitude’ at a time when popular discontent ‘with the Sover- 
eign was no secret to anyone.” 

At such times, or whenever the reigning Bourbons seemed in danger of run- 
ning out of an heir, the name of the head of the junior Orléans branch always 
sprang to mind as an ‘available’ aspirant to the throne. The antagonism between 
the two branches went back to the days when Louis XIV had suspected his 
Orléans nephew, Philippe Regent, of plotting to murder the rightful heir; and 
had more recently been fanned by the behaviour of Louis-Philippe’s eccentric 
father. 

Now, on this springtime night in 1830, history seemed to be on the verge of 
repeating itself. While Louis-Philippe’s ball went on upstairs, the ghosts haunt- 
ing the Palais Royal suddenly ceased to be metaphoric as a swelling mob of 
unemployed or idle workers and other dissatisfied Parisians began to riot in the 
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gardens below, tore the lanterns from the trees and set fire to chairs and benches 
amid shouts of ‘Down with the king! Vive le duc d'Orléans’ 

For weeks, Paris had been buzzing with rumours of some conspiracy to 
dethrone the King. Courtiers and politicians at the ball kept watching each 
other. Comtesse d’Agoult later recalled that in one of the embrasures of the 
terrace ‘the Duke of Orléans and his sister, Madame Adelaide, talked at great 
length’ to the men who were to take over power. The duke’s Ultra-Royalist 
enemies suspected that his admitting ‘the multitude’ into the gardens as well as 
the troops on hand — who eventually put an end to the rioting — were all part of 
a deliberate design to show off his popularity and at the same time provide 
himself with an alibi. They found such scheming at a royal féte vulgar and 
inexcusable. Even those who ascribed no such evil intention to the Orléanist 
clique had a feeling of tension and ‘Sicilian’ knives in the fragrant air. 

At the height of the festivities, the duchesse de Berry, the Naples-born 
daughter of the visiting Francis II of Sicily, joined a circle of 30 high-born 
ladies in a swirling dance. Watching the lively Duchess leading them in a fast 
tarantella, the comte de Salvandy was moved to exclaim: ‘What a beautiful 
Neapolitan night? Then he added the famous comment, almost as an after- 
thought: ‘And just as in Naples, we are dancing on a volcano.’ Louis-Philippe’s 
quoted reply was that he had done his best to try and ‘open the king’s eyes’ to 
the fact that the world had changed and that all the country wanted was a consti- 
tutional monarchy. But he threw up his hands: ‘nobody listens, and God alone 
knows where all this will lead us in the end.”3 

Salvandy’s mot made the rounds of Paris and established the count’s reputa- 
tion as forecaster of the July Revolution, in the final act of which Louis- 
Philippe was indeed to be installed on the throne of his cousin Charles X. 


Many years earlier, when he was about 19, Louis-Philippe, after saving a man 
from drowning and receiving a public award for it, had written: ‘I was born 
under a lucky star. Opportunities offer and I have only to profit by them.’ He 
was at that time fighting on the side of the Revolution. Shortly afterwards 
Danton had advised him ito ‘preserve’ himself for the day when France would 
come to her senses and might wish to install an Orléans at the head of a 
reformed type of monarchy. 

After that day, soon followed by his father’s execution, Louis-Philippe had 
known 21 years of exile. While France went through the convulsions of the Ter- 
ror, the Directory, the Consulate and the Napoleonic wars, the new Duke of 
Orléans had wandered about the face of the world, using altogether 10 different 
aliases. Faced with critical decisions at every change of regime in France, he had 
had the good sense to hedge a promise of support for the surviving Bourbons by 
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making it conditional on a constitutional monarchy; at the same time, swallow- 
ing his pride, he had united with them when the common menace of Napoleon 
became overpowering, and had even married a daughter of their Spanish 
branch. 

After Napoleon’s fall, and for another 15 years under the Restoration, he had 
carefully refrained from any public criticism of either Louis XVIII or Charles 
X. As Chateaubriand contemptuously put it, ‘he never said anything significant 
. or worth reporting’ at the Tuileries. In fact, he had managed his relations with 
the Bourbons so carefully that, in addition to the return of the huge Orléans 
estates, he had received the largest single share of the milliard des émigrés. It was 
with this money that he had restored the Palais Royal to its former splendour, 
and gradually turned it into a rallying point for the opposition. In short, by 
steering a prudent course for 40 years and avoiding any commitment to 
extremes, Louis-Philippe had emerged not only as one of the great ‘survival 
artists’ of a tumultuous epoch but also as the richest man in France. 

When, at the end of July 1830, two months after the ball in the Palais Royal, 
the populace of Paris went on a three-day rampage, Charles X chose to abdicate 
in his own and his son’s name. Before leaving for England on 2 August, he 
appointed Louis-Philippe Lieutenant-General, but expressly charged him to 
proclaim his 10-year-old grandson and heir ‘as King under the name of Henri 
V’, and to act as regent during the boy’s minority. Louis-Philippe thereupon 
crowned 40 years of ‘luck’ and delicate manoeuvering by announcing the abdi- 
cation; but he failed to proclaim the succession of Henri V, seizing instead the 
opportunity of himself occupying the throne left vacant by the abdication. 

The new ‘bourgeois’ king who mounted the throne at the age of 57 was a 
highly intelligent and courageous man of practical virtues. To mark his acces- 
sion by ‘popular will’ and the end of the Bourbon era, Louis-Philippe revised 
the Constitutional Charter in a sense that no longer made it a royal ‘gift’ to the 
people but placed it above the crown; a further revision abolished Roman 
Catholicism as the state religion and guaranteed freedom of the press. Louis- 
Philippe also agreed to style himself not King of France, but ‘King of the 
French’, and reinstated the tricolour French flag as a symbolic link to the Revo- 
lution of 1789. 


In 1831 Eugène Delacroix exhibited his painting of a bare-bosomed woman 
storming the barricades with a rifle in one hand and the tricolour raised aloft in 
the other. The vitality and élan of this figure of Liberty Leading the People, the 
latter represented by a band of typical Parisians, the strong colours and the sense 
of drama conveyed by the bodies of the fallen at their feet, caught the poetic 
symbolism of the July Revolution as the people’s victory over absolutism. But 
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the July Revolution, which in three days of popular rioting, street barricades and 
some rifle fire had installed Louis-Philippe on the French throne, was not only a 
political one. 

Delacroix’s canvases, the dramas of Victor Hugo and Alexandre Dumas, 
Alfred de Musset’s and Vigny’s poetry, the novels of George Sand, the sym- 
phonies of Berlioz and Franz Liszt’s and Chopin’s music and piano interpreta- 
tions set the Romantic mood in France from the very start of Louis-Philippe’s 
monarchy. There was a ferment of new ideas, and a change of mores. The old 
Royalist salons which had been revived under the Restoration continued to 
function. The chair-ridden and diabetic princesse de la Trémoille, whose lib- 
rary, food, gambling tables and political connections were superior to anyone 
else’s, went on presiding for a time over court-like soirées attended by the 
prince de Polignac — the fallen Prime Minister — and the Cardinal of Paris, at 
which aristocratic figures deprived of power and their court positions referred 
to Louis-Philippe and his new ministers as ‘ces gens-là’. Though the salons of 
some of these entrenched dowagers soon vanished through the death of their 
hostesses, others, like those of the marquise de Montcalm — sister of the duc de 
Richelieu — and the comtesses de Castellane and de Chastenais, gradually 
opened their doors to leading personalities of the new monarchy and to rising 
intellectuals and artists. Following the success of Hugo’s plays, even some ducal 
hostesses — who had hitherto admitted men of letters only if they were 
members of the Académie or particularly brilliant conversationalists — began to 
vie with one another for the company of Hugo, Dumas, the critic Sainte-Beuve, 
Alfred de Vigny, and Musset. Literary and artistic creators, eccentric, rebel- 
lious, bohemian, capable of arousing volcanic passions, stirring theatre audi- 
ences or affording vistas of beauty and insights into worlds undreamt-of, 
suddenly became social lions and practically demi-gods.* 

The poets, writers and Romantic young artists of that generation, whose . 
revolt against 18th-century formalism gradually turned against the grey dull- 
ness of the new bourgeois society, saw themselves as the ‘priests’, ‘apostles’ and 
‘prophets’ of a new annunciation. They were, as Victor Hugo unhesitatingly 
put it, ‘the Lord’s elect’, the bearers of a ‘majestic authority no longer depen- 
dent on either kings or the great of this earth.’ 

For a time, the Romantic young artists acted in that rare spirit of comrade- 
ship which had united them almost like a band of ‘conspirators’ in the battle of 
Hernani. Gautier wrote poems addressed to Hugo and helped Balzac write 
some of his plays; Hugo and Sainte-Beuve, before jealousy over Hugo’s wife 
divided them, wrote poems to each other; Hugo also dedicated verses to 
Lamartine, Louis Boulanger and the sculptor David d’Angers; Sainte-Beuve 
corrected George Sand’s manuscripts and polished her style; Musset wrote 
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sonnets defending Alfred de Vigny’s play Chatterton against its conservative 
critics; Hugo refused a royal invitation to Versailles unless Dumas also was 
invited; and Delacroix, who was himself musically talented, installed a Pleyel 
piano in his studio to paint his friend Chopin with George Sand listening spell- 
bound. 

Although this enthusiastic fraternity was not to last, or not among all of 
them, they all esteemed each other’s talents, and there are few instances in liter- 
ary history comparable to the 72-page article in which Balzac drew attention to 
the work of Stendhal, paying tribute to a rival genius who was ignored by the 
critics and had resigned himself to writing for ‘the happy few’. 

One evening shortly after the July Revolution, while Hugo was writing his 
Journal d'un révolutionnaire de 1830, his confessor, the Abbe Félicité de Lamen- 
nais, dropped in on him. An unprepossessing Breton priest, Lamennais that 
year had started publishing a newpaper L’Avenir. The paper’s motto was ‘God 
and Liberty’, and the radical abbé advocated the separation of church and state. 
Hugo read him a passage he had just written in his Journal forecasting the 
crumbling of Europe’s monarchies and expressing his conviction that ‘within a 
century’ they would all be replaced by republics. “You place the republic into 
the future’, Lamennais objected, ‘while we should have it now.’ Condemned by 
Pope Gregory XVI in a special encyclical, Lamennais in 1834 published Paroles 
d’un croyant, a book (soon banned by the Vatican) which shocked public opinion 
by attacking the Papacy and asserting, in the name of religion, the sovereignty 
of the people. Paroles d’un croyant, stressing the abbé’s profession of faith in 
Christian ‘love and brotherhood’, gave a religious legitimacy of sorts to early 
Socialist militancy by calling on ‘all sons of the same God’ to break the chains 
of ‘slavery’ and create a world in which there were neither poor nor rich. 

Signalling his break with the Church, the book made Lamennais the bane of 
the clergy — he was indeed to be excommunicated — but it also made the 
awkward priest with his struggling conscience an uncomfortable hero of several 
political salons, lionized by liberals and fashionable hostesses. His book was to 
run to more than 100 editions and to be translated into practically every Euro- 


pean language. 


The workers who had taken to the streets in 1830 regarded themselves as the 
true heroes of the July Revolution, and felt cheated afterwards. France’s 
old-fashioned, derelict factory buildings and small workshops were no more 
prepared for the industrial boom of the 1830s and ’40s than her manufacturers 
and employers, who reduced wages at the slightest sign of competition or crisis. 
Men, women and children worked 14 hours a day in appalling conditions and 
lived in crowded dark celiars, sometimes in a single room. It was calculated that 
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half of the new-born children died before the age of 15 months. There was no 
social legislation, and the workers in the new industrial centres came to be 
known as ‘white negroes’ to denote that they were worse off than the black 
people in the colonies who could at least breathe fresh air and see the sky, sun 
and trees. 

For a time even Hugo, 2 liberal in all his majestic bearing but inclined towards 
religion, saw the only salvation in Socialism — ‘Romanticism and Socialism are 
the same’, he declared — though he had in mind a certain type of Christian Soc- 


ialism. 


Two men — Count Henri de Saint-Simon, the prophet of the industrial age, and 
Charles Fourier, who foresaw the ills that age would breed — were largely respon- 
sible for the fact that the July Revolution was not only a political one but a social, 
intellectual and literary one as well. The 19th century was barely begun, and 
Hegel had yet to discern in a flash of sunrise ‘the form and structure of the new 
world’, when these two so-called ‘prophets of Paris’ had announced their futur- 
ist, though conflicting, visions of a new social order, a new society adapted to the 
needs and possibilities of the century of industrial and economic progress. 

As early as 1803, Saint-Simon, convinced on the basis of certain observa- 
tions he had made in America that the future belonged to the ‘science of pro- 
duction’, had come up with a startling plan to place Europe’s affairs in the 
hands of a ‘Council of Newton’. More than two-thirds of France’s population 
were still peasants and mostly illiterate when he proposed that 21 leading sci- 
entists, captains of industry, bankers and creative artists, to be elected from 
among the most outstanding in such advanced countries as England, France, 
Germany and Italy, were to prepare the peaceful exploitation of Europe’s ‘pro- 
ductive’ resources in the age of technology, and to coordinate the rational 
organization of labour, supplies and distribution in a multi-national effort for 
the benefit and prosperity of all. 

Also in 1803, Charles Fourier had proposed the introduction of a minimum 
wage in France. By 1815, about the time the great game of history played out 
between the siege of Moscow and the battle of Waterloo was ending in the Con- 
gress of Vienna, Saint-Simon — 130 years before the formation of the European 
Economic Community — was launching his plan for the unification of Europe 
into a single political and economic entity. By then, Fourier had for 7 years been 
propagating his own, different system for establishing ‘universal harmony’. 
Both he and Saint-Simon, raising issues that, together with the struggle 
between liberalism and reaction, were to divide Europe for the next 50 years, 
went unheeded, but towards the end of the 1820s their ideas were to inspire not 
only Heine but early Socialists and Romantic young artists and intellectuals in 
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France, Belgium, Germany and Russia. Eventually they were to come down to 
Marx. 

A third important figure in the intrigues of this period was Buonarroti — 
ranked as ‘the greatest conspirator of this [19th] century’ by no less a master of 
the art than Bakunin — in whose career, during and since the revolt of ‘the 
Equals’, future theorists of subversion, philosophers of social revolution and 
professional heroes of ‘the deed’ were to find much to study and emulate. All 
three men had been born in the Age of Reason, had lived through the French 
Revolution and the bloodletting of the Napoleonic era. But whereas Saint- 
Simon and Fourier concluded at an early stage that neither the Revolution nor 
Napoleon’s wars of conquest had solved any of man’s real problems — feeling, 
on the contrary, that all they had produced was one terribly long crisis, a chaotic 
period of travail towards a new world to be organized on new, sensible and 
peaceful lines — Buonarroti had come through these upheavals as a living 
symbol of the spirit that had brought down the Bastille and became the first 
practical theorist of a Communist society to be established by force. 

Few men had led a more extraordinary life than Count Claude-Henri 
Rouvroy de Saint-Simon, scion of a ducal family claiming descent from 
Charlemagne and self-styled ‘genius’. Born in 1760, a great-nephew of the 
famous duc de Saint-Simon whose memoirs contain a treasure of information 
on life at Versailles under Louis XIV, young Henri was a rebellious spirit and at 
13 refused his first communion. His wealthy father, a brigadier in the king’s 
army and governor of Senlis, was an enlightened man who saw to it that his 
bright boy got a wide-ranging education supervised by the philosopher and 
mathematician d’Alembert, the editor (with Diderot) of the vast Encyclopédie, 
which summarized all human knowledge on the eve of the French Revolution. 
Before joining the army, as was the tradition of his class, Henri de Saint-Simon 
also made the acquaintance of Rousseau. In 1777, at the age of 17, he was com- 
missioned a Second Lieutenant. 

Two years later he sailed from France to fight under La Fayette and George 
Washington in the American War of Independence. The enterprising young 
man — who at home used to have his valet wake him every morning with the 
words, ‘Time to get up, monsieur le comte. Remember, you have great things to 
accomplish’ — distinguished himself in the siege of York and the capture of 
Brinston Hill, following which Washington made him a member of the Society 
of Cincinnatus. Transferred as a gunnery captain to the flagship of Admiral de 
Grasse in the West Indies, he took part in g naval engagements before De 
Grasse surrended to England’s Admiral Rodney in April 1782. 

Taken prisoner, interned in Jamaica, and released in the same year, Saint- 
Simon proposed to the Spanish viceroy of Mexico the construction of a canal 
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to connect the Pacific with the Atlantic through Lake Nicaragua. One thing 
that had impressed itself on his young mind was that Americans were a nation 
of producers. Everyone in the New World morked, there was no leisured class as 
in static, feudal Europe. This observation led Saint-Simon to the conclusion 
that the future of European society, if not mankind, lay in the industrial 
exploitation of nature: ‘Industry is the sole guarantee of society’s existence, the 
unique source of its wealth and prosperity.” The idea behind his Pacific- 
Atlantic canal project was that fast, improved communications would promote 
industrial expansion. But the Mexican viceroy — like the King of Spain, to 
whom, after his return to France and resignation from the army in 1788 with 
the rank of colonel, he submitted plans for linking Madrid to the sea — 
remained unimpressed. 

The fall of the Bastille in 1789 did not surprise Saint-Simon, feeling as he 
had for some time that the ancien régime was doomed. Requesting a ‘republican 
baptism’, ‘citizen Claude-Henri de Saint-Simon, ex-noble’ handed over the 
parchments and insignia of the Cincinnatus Society, his Cross of Malta and 
other decorations, and changed his name to Claude-Henri Bonhomme, 
‘worker’. He became a sans-culotte and for a time commanded the National 
Guard near his estate in Picardy. The Prussian Ambassador to Madrid, Von 
Redern, had entrusted him with half a million francs to invest in French securi- 
ties. Saint-Simon used the money to buy, under false names and with small 
down-payments, a large number of the confiscated estates and church lands 
which were put up for sale. By December 1793 his extensive real estate specula- 
tions — including a bid, in which Talleyrand is said to have been involved, to 
purchase the lead of the roof structure of Notre Dame — landed him in the 
Luxembourg prison on orders from Robespierre’s Committee of Public Safety. 

While in the Luxembourg, that ‘antechamber of death’, he had a dream in 
which his ancestor Charlemagne assured him, ‘Your success as a philosopher 
will equal my political and military glory.’ The dream spurred his aspiration, of 
which he had written to his father from America, ‘to do scientific work useful to 
mankind’. First, however, on his release in October 1794, he recovered legal 
title to the vast properties he had bought in Paris and Neuilly. Making the 
deferred payments on these holdings in devalued paper money, he became a 
millionaire, installed himself like a grand seigneur near the Palais Royal, and 
during the Directory entertained bankers and speculators. At the same time he 
gave stipends to promising scientists, artists and other bright young men. 
Money was to Saint-Simon only a means. When his business associate, Von 
Redern, appeared in Paris and asked for an accounting of their affairs, 
Saint-Simon let him draw up the details dissolving their partnership and left 
him the major share of the fortune he had made. 
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Next, he set out to make good his ‘passion for science and the public good’. 
He started methodically to make himself — and was indeed to become — a first- 
rank philosopher, historian and scientist, a pioneer sociologist and in the end 
the founder of virtually a new religion. Doing nothing by halves, he gave up his 
luxurious residence and moved into the vicinity of the new Ecole Polytech- 
nique — in a small street that today bears his name — and there entertained the 
best-known savants of his time. In 1803, after studying mathematics, physics, 
biology and psychology, he divorced his wife — a literary lady whom he had 
married chiefly to increase the éclat of his dinner parties — and went to Switzer- 
land, where he proposed marriage to Madame de Staél, with the idea that the 
union of their geniuses would produce a child prodigy beyond compare. 

‘We are likely to think of him as a little mad’, Edmund Wilson wrote of him, 
‘till we observe that the other social idealists of this period were cranks of the 
same extravagant type.’ Yet mad and madder as his life will appear, that same 
year of 1803 Saint-Simon was making his proposal, in his first published work, 
Letter of an Inhabitant of Geneva, for a ‘Council of Newton’ to rule Europe and 
keep the peace. Government by primogeniture, divine right, apostolic succes- 
sion, military might and political vagaries had failed. The French Revolution 
and Napoleon’s conquests, far from preparing society for the age of technology 
and mechanical inventions, had between them plunged Europe into chaos. 
What was needed in the new century was government, or rather ‘administra- 
tion’, by competent minds, scientists, mathematicians, manufacturers, capital- 
ists and artists capable of planning, launching and propagating large-scale 
economic projects and industrial development. No one, needless to say, paid 
any attention to his bizarre ideas, and by 1805 Saint-Simon, with several careers 
behind him at 45, was broke. 

For a few months the ‘French Faust’ — as he has been called for his urge to 
explore every sphere of man and the universe — worked as a poorly paid copyist, 
studying and writing by night. Then, in 1806, he met Diard — his former valet — 
who since leaving his service had become rich. Diard paid for the printing of 
Saint-Simon’s Introduction aux travaux scientifiques du XIX siècle, in which he 
laid the foundations of sociology, and supported him for the next 4 years. After 
Diard’s death, Saint-Simon, a peer of France by birth and heir to the title of 
grandee of Spain, was reduced to living on bread and water. For a short time, in 
1813, down with fever and close to dying, he was interned in the madhouse of 
Charenton, where another inmate was the marquis de Sade. When he recov- 
ered, Saint-Simon renounced his inheritance and went on studying and writing 
on a small pension his family agreed to pay him in exchange. 

Within the next two years, with the help of his 17-year-old secretary — 
Augustin Thierry, the future historian — he produced De la réorganisation de la 
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soctété européenne, in which he outlined his master-plan for a united Europe. 
Saint-Simon envisaged a European Parliament, and true to his idea that com- 
munications were vital to industrial development, he contemplated building a 
continental network of roads and waterways linking the Rhine, Main and 
Danube with some of the rivers in Eastern Europe. 

For all his utopian faith in reason and scientific progress as a cure-all, Saint- 
Simon realized that the unification of Europe would not happen overnight. He 
proposed, in the first instance, an Anglo-French Union, for Britain had a longer 
parliamentary experience than France, a plan of which at least one scholar has 
remarked that it anticipated by 125 years Churchill’s June 1940 proposal for a 
Franco-British union which might have changed the course of World War II. 
In 1815 Saint-Simon thought that the union of France and Britain should be 
gradually extended to include Germany and the rest of Europe’s peoples in ‘a 
single political body’, while each was to retain its national independence. 

Saint-Simon saw history as a succession of ‘organic’ epochs of social order 
and stability alternating with periods of crisis, breakdown and disintegration. 
He cited the Middle Ages as an example of an ‘organic’ epoch and held that 
after the 18th century had done away with all fundamental beliefs, the 19th, if 
properly organized, promised to be another creative and ‘organic’ epoch of uni- 
versal cohesion. For this to happen, men alert to the needs of the age had to 
take over the role once performed by the clergy and warrior-knights. His rein- 
terpretation of history was the first to stress the paramount importance of the 
economic factor, subordinating even politics. It was to culminate in his vision of 
a World Parliament, foreshadowing the United Nations. 

In the world according to Saint-Simon, the means of production were to be 
placed in the hands of those capable of running and using them best for the 
common good. Society was to be reorganized along technocratic yet humanisti- 
cally inspired lines. It would be technocratic in being run by an élite of scien- 
tists, bankers, manufacturers, thinkers and artists, a ‘meritocracy of talent’ 
supervising the pooling of all resources in a planned economy. As for the 
humanist aspect, by absorbing upcoming working-class talent and creating a 
world of plenty, the technocrats would alleviate the lot and ultimately assure 
the welfare of the ‘most numerous and poorest class’, i.e., the proletariat. 

With the state actually reduced to a network of banks, and the captains of 
industry in charge of allocating credits to all forms of production, the new 
society — whether a republic, a monarchy or whatever — would only need to be 
administered, not governed. The state would hardly need police or military 
forces. Saint-Simon believed that all men had equal rights but not that they 
were equally talented. In his new society all individuals were to be given ‘the 
fullest latitude for the development of their faculties’, and to enjoy the ‘highest 
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degree of liberty compatible’ with the general good. Geared to productivity, 
providing work for the able and assistance to the infirm, the state would satisfy 
everyone’s needs, eliminating the causes of social unrest. 

“To each according to his capacity, to each capacity according to its works’ (A 
chacun selon sa capacité, à chaque capacité selon ses oeuvres) was the slogan Saint- 
Simon bequeathed to posterity. One conclusion of his historical analysis was 
that Europe had an abundance of unproductive property that fulfilled no social 
function morally justifying its owners. The French Revolution — catapulting 
the poorest and most ignorant class into power — had, in the name of democ- 
racy, ‘legally instituted the most complete anarchy’. The whole political and 
social system needed to be overhauled and readjusted to the age of industry and 
technology. He was all for respecting property acquired by merit, but rose 
against ‘the ignorance, superstition, laziness’ and extravagance of politicians, 
ecclesiastics and society leaders, against a world ruled at the top by incompetent 
‘miscreants’, while the great majority of working, productive people who made 
the wheels of the world go round were miserable have-nots, exploited by a small 
sector of ‘rich idlers’, incapable mediocrities and greedy ‘general thieves’. 

Saint-Simon was actually setting forth the theory of the class struggle. Little 
did he know, however (to quote Isaiah Berlin), ‘to what application this part of 
his doctrine would one day be put’; indeed, Saint-Simon wanted no class war or 
revolution that would only result in more crises and anarchy. He put his faith in 
reason and education. Persuasion and sweet reasonableness were the chief and 
only weapons he had in mind for achieving a world of brotherhood, social 
justice and plenty. 

“The Golden Age of mankind is not behind us, it is in front of us,’ he wrote. 
‘It is in the perfection of the social order; our fathers have not seen it, our chil- 
dren will arrive there one day; it is for us to pave the way.’ 

With the collapse of Napoleon’s empire, Saint-Simon’s insistence that ‘the 
whole of society rests on industry’ and the role assigned to capitalist enterprise 
in his scheme could not but impress the French bourgeoisie, faced as it was with 
the aristocracy’s push to recover vested positions of influence along with its 
huge estates. 

By 1818, the year Marx was born, Saint-Simon was once more a society 
figure, on intimate terms with the ‘textile king’ Baron Ternaux, with Lafitte 
and several regents of the Banque de France, and frequenting the salons of 
leading industrialists and financiers — men of the very élite he deemed capable 
of creating a world of plenty based on ‘productivity’ and ‘scientific’ distribu- 
tion in the best interest of mankind. With their help, and assisted by Auguste 
Comte — the budding 18-yearold philosopher of positivism who in 1817 had 
succeeded Thierry as his secretary — Saint-Simon was able to elaborate his ideas 
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in a series of periodical publications titled L’Industrie, La Politique and L’Or- 
ganisateur, extolling the merits of bourgeois enterprise. His rich financial 
backers, however, hardly subscribed to his notion that such enterprise must 
serve ‘the greatest good of the greatest number’ and aim at improving the lot of 
‘the poorest class’. Saint-Simon predicted that maintaining the old order would 
lead to civil war, a forecast that was to be fulfilled in the 1848 European free-for- 
all. He favoured the emancipation of women. They were to be full partners in 
the new society. By 1817, too, feeling that dogmatic religion had outlived its 
time — yet aware that man needed spiritual sustenance and a counterweight to 
the materialism of the industrial age — he was beginning to look for ways of 
de-theologizing Christianity and transforming it into a socially oriented reli- 
gion. 

Soon the breadth of Saint-Simon’s vision became too much for his bourgeois 
supporters, who began to fear a confrontation with the Catholic Church; and a 
piece he published in Z’Organisateur in November 1819 landed him in serious 
trouble. This was his famous ‘Parabole’, in which he brazenly proclaimed that if 
the King of France and all the princes, marshals, cardinals, bishops, priests, 
judges, government officials and high-born landowners — in short, 30,000 
Frenchmen considered most important — were suddenly to perish, France 
would be aggrieved, but would ‘suffer no political harm’, because they could be 
easily replaced by other worthy courtiers, clerics and administrators, without 
damage to the French genius; whereas, if France suddenly lost 3,000 of her best 
physicists, mathematicians, physicians, surgeons, pharmacists, architects, ship- 
builders, scholars and engineers, or for that matter, her foremost poets, 
painters, musicians and writers ~ ‘the flower of French society’ — then France 
would lose her prosperity, her place among the nations and her very ‘soul’ for at 
least a generation. 

‘Parabole’ was Saint-Simon’s way of appealing to King Louis XVIII to 
become France’s ‘First Industrialist’, that is, to take the lead in creating and 
promoting the new century’s ‘Industrial Society’. It was his way of solving ‘the 
frightful crisis involving the whole of Europe’, of overhauling its political and 
social system, and adjusting the Continent to the industrial age without war or 
revolution and the resulting anarchy. But it was provocatively phrased, and the 
King was the wrong addressee for such visionary plans. 

In February 1820, Louis XVIII’s nephew, the duc de Berry — son of the 
future King Charles X — was assassinated. Saint-Simon, the humanist who 
envisioned a World Parliament and had spent a lifetime racking his fertile brain 
to devise a system eliminating national as well as class conflicts and abolishing 
the causes of violence, was charged with ‘morally’ instigating the crime. Pro- 
foundly humiliated, abandoned during his prosecution by the bourgeoisie and 
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most of his other acquaintances, he emerged from the affair exculpated, but 
once more, at 60, a pauper. In 1823 he tried to shoot himself, but survived the 
attempt and spent the last two years of his life adding yet another dimension to 
his system by putting on paper his concept of a ‘New Christianity’ reformed 
and transmuted out of the old into a social religion. Invoking the social vision of 
the Old Testament prophets and fusing it with the brotherly love preached by 
the Early Christians, he wrote that — to suit the needs of modern man and the 
problems of the industrial age — the ‘New Christianity’ must declare all theol- 
ogy anathema and devote itself instead to the single purpose of improving the 
‘moral and material welfare of the most numerous and poorest class.’ 

Saint-Simon died in May 1825, after telling a small group of his disciples, 
‘My whole life may be summed up in one idea: to guarantee to all men the free 
development of their faculties.’ His last recorded words were: ‘The future 
belongs to us!’ 

His utopian vista of the development of the industrial world has indeed, at 
the end of the 2oth century, become a reality largely dominated by supra- 
national scientists, multi-national corporations and technocratic administrators 
such as he proposed to place in charge of affairs. Artists, too, have largely 
become the world’s trend-setters, opinion-makers and sometimes the directors 
ot public conscience and emotions; needless to say, though, the state’s function 
has not been reduced to the extent he envisioned, nor does ‘brotherly love’ 
prevail. : 

Saint-Simon died confident of having offered ‘enrichment to future genera- 
tions’ and thereby accomplished his life’s endeavour. But as with every utopian 
vision, new philosophy, system or doctrine, let alone a new religion, schisms, 
deviations, and heresies developed shortly after his death. Already during his 
lifetime Comte, in his Systéme de philosophie positive (published in 1824), had 
broken away from the master by proposing an outright industrial dictatorship. 

A dismayed Saint-Simon found a more devoted and fervent disciple in 
Olinde Rodrigues, a Jewish banker with a social conscience. Rodrigues, who had 
taught mathematics at the Ecole Polytechnique, converted one of his former 
pupils, Prosper Enfantin, to Saint-Simonism. Enfantin had never finished his 
studies at the Polytechnique — his father, a banker who had gone bankrupt, 
became unable to afford the fees — but was to prove a capable engineer, who con- 
ceived the Suez Canal project later to be executed by De Lesseps. He had spent 
most of his twenties in Holland, Switzerland and Russia as the representative of 
a French wine firm and had only recently returned from St Petersburg. There, 
for the last two years, he had worked for a French banker and otherwise spent 
much time in the company of a group of French polytechnicians who were 
building the first Russian railway. 
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Rodrigues, impressed by the young man’s interest in philosophy, economics 
and engineering, and by his general verve, had introduced Enfantin to Saint- 
Simon. He was one of 7 disciples to whom Saint-Simon read his Nouveau 
Christianisme, and who immediately after his funeral met at the offices of 
Rodrigues’s bank to fulfill the master’s last wish and launch a journal called Le 
Producteur. While Rodrigues got the banker Lafitte, Ternaux and other manu- 
facturers to finance it, Enfantin spread word at the Polytechnique about the 
new journal devoted to ‘philosophy, science and the arts’, and before long 
Saint-Simonism made a strong impact on students and lecturers. 

Soon enough, it engendered a cult, and the original disciples established the 
so-called Sacred College or ‘Church of Saint-Simon’. This was not an unnatural 
development, given the synthesis Saint-Simon had tried to achieve between reli- 
gion and the industrial age. A religion practically invites a revelation, and a reli- 
gious order requires a hierarchy. In the general dissatisfaction with the reign of 
the restored Bourbons, many young men looked for some new illumination. The 
next step, not surprisingly, was that Rodrigues, the ‘apostle’, nominated two men 
— the charismatic Enfantin and Armand Bazard, a 34-year-old hero of the last 
stage of the Napoleonic wars — as the two ‘fathers’ or ‘popes’ of the Saint-Simon- 
ist doctrine. By this time, towards the end of the 1820s, the leading members of 
the new religious order, reinforced by Michel Chevalier, later to become a fore- 
most economist, and by Hippolyte Carnot — son of the mathematician and 
famous Minister of War, himself an engineer and future Minister and to become 
the father of a President of France — began to expound the Saint-Simonist gospel 
at Carnot’s house to audiences of up to 100 brilliant young engineers, economists 
and medics, students and lecturers, as well as a sprinkling of artists, bankers, pro- 
fessors and magistrates. 

In 1829 a committee including Enfantin, Bazard, Carnot, and two others 
began to collate and prepare for publication an Exposition of the Doctrine of 
Saint-Simon. Following a Christmas convocation of the Sacred College at the 
Hôtel de Gesvres in the rue Monsigny, a permanent study centre was estab- 
lished on the first floor of the building. The third floor was occupied by the 
offices of the liberal newspaper Le Globe. The next year Henri Fournel — the 
director-general of the Creusot factories — and a flock of new adherents enabled 
the College to take over Le Globe. At the same time the study centre was dis- 
solved. The two ‘popes’ and other leaders of the flock, including Fournel, who 
resigned his job, moved in with their families to live communally, like a sect or 
monastic order, on the two lower floors and the Hôtel de Gesvres became ‘the 
first temple of Saint-Simonism’.” 

Before long, proceedings were to take a mystic turn, and Enfantin, claiming 
that he was a direct descendant of St Paul, proclaimed himself Pope and ‘Sup- 
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reme Father’ of the new ‘Church of Saint-Simon’. Saint-Simon, proclaiming 
the equality of women in the new society, had taken the view that a 
husband-wife couple must be ‘capable of working together as full partners in a 
joint effort.’ Enfantin, carrying the master’s ideas to unexpected lengths, began 
to preach a new morality whose laws and full philosophy were to be revealed by 
a Female Mother Messiah — /a Femme-Mere-Messie — who was his destined 
partner at the head of the new church. Pending her appearance, Enfantin 
moved with several dozen of his male and female devotees to a ‘retreat’ in the 
rue Ménilmontant, where members of the sect — for whom he designed a 
special blue-white costume, including a tunic with Le Père printed across the 
chest — lived communally and extravagantly, singing hymns to him, and other- 
wise engaging in zany rituals never contemplated by Saint-Simon. 

Their antics eventually led to a public trial on charges of their practising free 
love and the ‘emancipation of the flesh’. Saint-Simon’s original ideas were 
momentarily discredited. They remained, however, very much alive. Long 
before Saint-Simon’s slogan “To each according to his capacity, to each capacity 
according to its work’ was to find its way, after various modifications, into The 
Communist Manifesto, his vision of the new age of planned industrial produc- 
tivity, with bounty and opportunity for all, made a lasting impression not only 
on Socialists, early Communists and bourgeois capitalists alike but on avant- 
garde artists in France and elsewhere. 

Heine, Hugo, Lamennais, Sand, Lamartine and de Vigny all found inspira- 
tion in his concept of a new and different world. His view that all the upheavals 
since the storming of the Bastille were merely the prelude to some great step 
yet to be taken by mankind corresponded to their own convictions. The acquisi- 
tion of the daily Le Globe in the autumn of 1830, shortly after the July Revolu- 
tion, gave the Saint-Simonists a prestigious organ for the dissemination of their 
ideas. It catered to intellectual circles both in France and abroad. Young liberals 
like Hugo and Sainte-Beuve wrote for it, as did the conservative Chateaubriand 
and a whole galaxy of distinguished academicians. Lamennais was fired by 
Saint-Simon’s message of Christian love and brotherhood; Hugo by the Mes- 
sianic element, the liberalism and social concern combined in his approach; 
George Sand by all these, and by his championship of women’s equality. The 
young pianist Franz Liszt was a devoted Saint-Simonist. So were the composer 
Félicien David, the banker and, later, railway builder Isaac Pereire, and a great 
number of noted economists, philosophers and historians. 

The editorship of the paper was assumed by Pierre Leroux, one of its lead- 
ing staff-members, who had become an adherent of Saint-Simonism. Leroux 
was the son of a modest café-owner and one of a new type of self-taught social, 
actually ‘Socialist’ philosophers, a term he claimed to have invented. Socialist 
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had, in fact, first appeared as an English noun in 1827 in the magazine of 
London’s Co-operative Society in an article discussing whether it was more 
beneficial to the economy ‘that capital should be individual or common’. The 
magazine’s editor wrote: ‘Those who think that capital should be common are 
the Communists and Socialists.” The moving spirit behind the Co-operative 
Society was Robert Owen, the idealistic Welshman and self-made industrialist 
who in 1800, at the age of 28, had made the New Lanark Mills in Scotland 
famous by introducing model conditions which stunned his contemporaries: 
reducing the workday to 10 and a half hours, raising the minimum working age 
to 10, providing sick pay, retirement pay, infant education and establishing a 
co-operative store. 

While the Nottingham workers in 1811 were smashing the new industrial 
machines or ‘stocking-frames’ for producing cheap cotton calicoes which made 
them jobless, Robert Owen was demonstrating at his mills that England’s 
textile workers could be turned from drunken wretches into orderly men. The 
revolutionary social amenities established by Owen for his workers and their 
children had made New Lanark an internationally famous industrial commu- 
nity, a showplace visited by some of Europe’s rulers and leading statesmen, 
including Tsar Alexander’s brother and later successor Nicholas. 

By 1817, a year before Marx’s birth, Owen was on his way to becoming the 
leading Socialist reformer of the age, the man to whom the Prime Minister, 
the Earl of Liverpool — as well as the Dukes of York and Kent — looked to rid 
England of poverty in the economic slump after the Napoleonic wars. His 
plan was to establish a large number of co-operative villages for up to 2,000 
poor each, to be housed in square buildings and engage in mechanized agricul- 
ture. The Archbishop of Canterbury had given his blessing to Owen’s villages 
— which Cobbett and other opponents derided as ‘parallelograms of paupers’ — 
but the whole project was shot down when Owen incautiously attacked the 
‘gross errors of every religion’ at a public meeting. He was dropped by the 
establishment about the same time as Saint-Simon was to be dropped by the 
French bourgeoisie for criticizing Catholic theology and talking about ‘terres- 
trial morality’. 

Owen, convinced like Saint-Simon before him that he could solve the prob- 
lems created by the Industrial Revolution, next took his plans to America. In 
1826, after investing £40,000 in a tract of land on the banks of the Wabash in 
the state of Indiana, he inaugurated the ‘New Harmony Community of Equals’. 
Comprising 30,000 acres of land and an existing village, New Harmony — 
launched with some fanfare as marking the end of the ‘monstrous’ evils of 
‘private or individual property’ — was to be a model for the 3,000 or so co-opera- 
tives or communes planned by Owen. This first secular experiment in voluntary 
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economic Communism not based on class war collapsed, however, quickly and 
disastrously within a couple of years, in spite of Owen’s economic expertise as a 
successful manufacturer. 

Owen was not only an innovator but a manufacturer devoted to ‘the public 
good’ of the type Saint-Simon thought fit to govern the world. Like Saint- 
Simon himself, Owen sank his money into the realization of an idea that pos- 
sessed him, and could not understand why, ‘in the midst of the most ample 
means to create wealth’, men failed to take the necessary measures, with the 
result that ‘all are in poverty, or in imminent danger from the effects of poverty 
upon others.’ At the same time, Owen’s communal venture at New Harmony 
more closely resembled the social system which Saint-Simon’s great rival, 
Charles Fourier, kept dreaming about all his life. 

If Saint-Simon had struck people as a strange genius, none appeared more 
bizarre than Charles Fourier, the prophet of ‘consumerism’, who in 1808 — 5 
years after Saint-Simon proposed a ‘Council of Newton’ to govern Europe — 
had announced his discovery of ‘the laws of universal movement missed by 
Newton’. Like the gravitational movement of matter, he claimed, social move- 
ment too was ruled by a universal law or code, which mankind, preoccupied 
with politics, religious dogmas, wars and economic competition, had simply 
failed to decipher. 

Fourier said he had first hit upon the idea while dining in 1798 at a restaurant 
with Brillat-Savarin, the French gastronomer and author of Physiologie du goût. 
He was charged 14 sous for an apple — more than a hundred times the price, he 
noted, of similar or even superior apples in the district he came from. The exor- 
bitant price difference shocked him into the realization that there was a funda- 
mental disorder in the ‘industrial mechanism’. 

Saint-Simon’s idea of putting an élite of capitalists in charge of industrializ- 
ing Europe in the interest of mankind and for ‘the perfection of civilization’ 
smacked to Fourier of sheer nonsense — 2,000 years of ‘civilization’ since Plato, 
he argued, had brought the world nothing but constant wars, greed, poverty 
and oppression. Capitalist enterprise would lead only to more cut-throat eco- 
nomic competition, more exploitation of the weak, and more misery. Long 
before these phenomena were to become conspicuous with the rapid industrial- 
ization which marked the 19th century, Fourier warned against the alienation of 
man in the machine age, and affirmed the needs of the individual. 

Unlike Saint-Simon, the seigneur who dreamt of Charlemagne and travelled a 
long way from his noble origins to arrive at a proto-Socialist theory of history, 
Fourier — as the French historian Michelet put it — found ‘Socialism at home in 
the seething milieu of industrial Lyons.’ Born in 1772 at Besancon, Fourier was 
the son of a well-to-do draper. Realizing at an early age that his father was 
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cheating his clients, and having been taught in the catechism that one must 
never lie, he told some customers at the store that they were being defrauded, 
whereupon his father gave him a hiding. ‘At the age of seven’, Fourier wrote, ‘I 
swore the oath which Hannibal had sworn at nine against Rome: I swore an 
eternal hatred of commerce.’ 

Fourier’s education was halted when he was 17, for his father — on his death a 
couple of years earlier — had stipulated that he was not to inherit his large 
fortune unless he engaged in commerce. Even then, he was to get it only in 
stages. Over the boy’s protests, he was apprenticed to a commercial firm in 
Lyons. His attempt a couple of years later to set up a business of his own with 
the first instalment of his inheritance coincided with the 1793 Lyons rebellion 
against the Convention. During the republican siege of the city, Fourier was 
arrested as a counter-revolutionary, spent some time in jail and was then drafted 
into the army. Discharged for ill health in 1796, he started a new business 
venture which was literally shipwrecked when a consignment of goods ran 
aground. At the same time, the machinations of an uncle deprived his mother 
of her own fortune. 

Ironically, the young man whose hatred of the social system and of ‘the 
infamy of commerce’ was strengthened by watching both the misery of the 
underpaid textile workers of Lyons and the malpractices of its merchants, was 
to be forced to spend all his life either as a travelling salesman or as an office 
clerk in the commercial ‘workshops of deceit’. 

Once the shocking price charged for an apple had prompted him to start 
investigating the laws of ‘social movement’ in the universe, Newton’s physical 
apple became Fourier’s social apple. Newton’s law of gravitational attraction 
was fine, but it had not solved poverty or the problems of human unhappiness. 
For science ignored and philosophy suppressed what Fourier called man’s 
innate ‘passions’ and that drive for ‘passionate attraction that is given to us by 
nature prior to any reflection and persists despite the opposition of reason, duty 
or prejudice.” Ten years after making his discovery that ‘social movement’ fol- 
lowed the same laws as physical motion in a unitary system, Fourier announced 
that this movement was subject to the gravitational attraction and interplay of 
12 fundamental human passions, which were dominant in varying intensity and 
nuances in different individuals. 

The crowning feature of the doctrine of ‘Harmony’ he expounded in his 
Théorie des quatre mouvements et des destinés generals — published in 1808 at 
Lyons, though for fear of its being plagiarized he gave Leipzig as the place of 
publication — was that social progress could be harmoniously achieved on a uni- 
versal scale by the voluntary association of small groups of suitably matched 
people living in communes. Fourier ascribed crucial importance to three of the 
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fundamental passions — viz., the ‘cabalist’ passion for intrigue and combina- 
tions, the papillon or ‘butterfly’ desire for variety, and a ‘composite’ passion for 
making accords — which animated all social life, movement and association. A 
thirteenth passion, called ‘unityism’, combined all the others, and — integrating 
the happiness of the individual with the happiness of all — made for harmony. 
With strikingly modern and in his day unprecedented concern for man’s emo- 
tional and psychological needs, Fourier, a pedantic visionary, spent a good deal 
of the Napoleonic era working on a mathematically precise calculus of ‘attrac- 
tions’ between all types and possible combinations of human character. 

Arriving at ‘an infinite variety’ of types, he finally settled, for practical 
reasons, on 810 different characters, and stipulated that 1,620 people — or twice 
810 — associating in small self-governing communities, or ‘phalansteries’ as he 
called them, represented the best chance for every possible character to live and 
work harmoniously with others most attractive and compatible to him or her. 
Each would do the work he or she enjoyed best and would be able to pursue 
individual inclinations in an atmosphere free of social friction and urban pres- 
sures, untrammeled by bureaucracy, the impositions of centralized ‘authorities’ 
and all the vile results of power politics, mercantile competition and other 
savage by-products of civilization. In modern terms, Fourier aimed at affording 
each individual the maximum opportunity for ‘self-expression’ and ‘self-fulfil- 
ment’. A multiplicity of such communes would bring about ‘universal 
harmony’. 

To enjoy a true sense of well-being, Fourier observed, man had not only to 
eat and be healthy but to gratify his sensual appetites. Unfortunately, few and 
often the wrong people were rich. Most others worked at dreary jobs; many 
gourmets were reduced to eating bread and beans; and music lovers could not 
afford to attend concerts. In the phalanstery, monotony and drudgery would be 
eliminated by assigning members to their favourite occupations, or switching 
them through a diversity of jobs during the day. The communal kitchen would 
be staffed by those who loved to cook, freeing women of domestic chores and 
providing rich and varied menus satisfying everybody’s ‘aromatic’ and culinary 
tastes, according to his purse. There would be no class distinctions and no coer- 
cion, but no uniformity or artificial equality either. People who were more tal- 
ented, more creative or more productive would earn enough to live on a grand 
scale; others, however, could achieve the same standard if they were ready to do 
uncongenial labours, for which a higher wage would be paid. All would enjoy 
the same lavish communal amenities, dining rooms, school, library, ‘shops, ball- 
rooms, banquet and assembly halls’. 

A life-long bachelor, Fourier loved cats and preferred them to human 
company. Both as a travelling salesman and in Paris he lived in dingy hotels and 
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boardinghouses. After Heine moved to Paris, he often saw Fourier ‘hurrying 
past under the arcades of the Palais Royal in his shabby old grey redingote.’ Yet 
this reclusive and unsociable character, who kept even his disciples at a distance 
and had few relations with women (except in brothels), thought of, or fanta- 
sized about, gratifying man’s so-called ‘affective’ or spiritual passions — love, 
parental feelings, friendship, ambition — as well. In a book called Le Nouveau 
monde amoureux, partly suppressed by his disciples and fully published only in 
1967, he conjured up a veritable sexual revolution. 

Observing the hypocrisy and gloom marking monogamous marriages and 
family life, he boldly conceived an end to this unnatural state. In the pha- 
lanstery, those who wished to could maintain the conventional family unit, but 
others (such as ‘omnigyns’, who had a combination of several dominant pas- 
sions) were to be free to engage in multiple love affairs, ‘lesbianism’, and ‘a host 
of amorous innovations we cannot yet imagine.’ 

He cited the example of the Empress Maria Theresa as proof that once 
women were ‘liberated and achieved freedom’ they could ‘surpass men’ intel- 
lectually and in every other respect, bar physical force. He called for their 
admission to academic titles and declared that ‘women’s emancipation’ was not 
only a basic principle, but a yardstick of social progress. In his compulsive 
search for perfect solutions, Fourier not only dealt with the problem of ‘voca- 
tional’ suitability in order to fit each individual into the right occupational 
niche, but thought of providing special love counsellors to advise people on the 
most suitable partners for a liaison; special consolers of both sexes to soothe the 
pains of rejected and/or jealous lovers; and young amours for the aged. He pre- 
scribed free children’s education starting from the age of 6; stressed what has 
become known as the ‘leisure principle’, and the idea that diversity and pleasure 
in work increase productivity; and in many other respects, he had notions far 
ahead of his time. 

Fourier’s views on love and sex were an integral part of his theory of soctal 
harmony. For, underlying his entire system, was the belief that by offering people 
gratification of their desires and the chance of living ‘voluptuously’ under 
optimal conditions of diversity, by rotating work in a manner affording everyone 
the chance of ‘self-fulfilment’, he would reduce both poverty and inequality to a 
minimum, increase productivity and take the sting out of the human passions for 
intrigue and aggression, turning them into socially useful qualities. 

Though there was a streak of the anarchist in Fourier and he raged against 
poverty, wars, inequality and all the crimes and evils of ‘civilization’, he was 
against changing the situation by violence and revolution. Derided as a crack- 
pot when not considered mad, Fourier, like Saint-Simon, believed in the 
supreme powers of persuasion and education. But these two men, gazing from 
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different standpoints far into the future at two related aspects of the industrial 
society — mass production and increased consumerism — could not but differ 
about the way affluence was to be achieved or how its effects were to be handled. 

In 1803, the year Saint-Simon published his plan for a ‘Council of Newton’, 
Fourier. had proposed to Bonaparte the introduction of a ‘decent minimum 
wage’ in order to abolish poverty, ‘the chief cause of social disorders’. Reignier, 
Bonaparte’s Minister of Justice, was the first of many men who thought Fourier 
mad when he received his memorandum. Having outlined the quintessence of 
his system of ‘universal harmony’ in 1808, Fourier spent the rest of the 
Napoleonic period elaborating it, and was to give it its final form in Théorie de 
Vunité universelle, published in 1822. The ‘frightful? European crisis which 
Saint-Simon, about the time of the Vienna Congress, meant to solve by propos- 
ing the political and economic unification of the Continent made Fourier rage at 
‘the smarties’ who had rejected his discovery of the ‘calculus of attractions’ in 
1808. Accusing them of being responsible ‘for all the blood that has been spilled 
and all the plagues that have been endured since’, he pointed out that in the 7 
years between 1808 and 1815 France alone had lost ‘more than 1,200,000 or 
1,300,000 men in battle, apart from the revolutionary plagues.’ 

With an absolutist, not to say megalomaniac, faith in his own system, Fourier 
saw in Saint-Simon a false prophet, a ‘charlatan’ in the line of Plato and 
Voltaire, whose philosophies — vainly trying to change nature and control ‘the 
springs God put in our souls’ — had caused mankind to ‘bathe itself in blood for 
twenty-three scientific centuries.’ He, Fourier, had found ‘the art of utilizing 
these springs’ for the happiness of the human race and for curing it of the ills 
and general malaise already produced by ‘civilization’, which was in itself 
nothing but mankind’s childhood disease. 

Fourier foresaw a world inhabited by five billion people — a forecast that was to 
be fulfilled only in 1987, a century and a half after his death. In a beautiful flight 
of his utopian imagination, Fourier wrote of ‘an immense orchestra arranged for 
five billion instruments or characters’ and promised an age proving ‘that God 
knew how to apply in his theory of the harmony of passions the means through 
which each one of the five billion individuals will be useful for the happiness of 
all the others.’ 

When Saint-Simon, feeling that ‘religion will not disappear from the world, it 
can only be transmuted’, eventually launched his idea of a socially oriented 
‘New Christianity’ suiting the industrial age, Fourier would not hear of it, 
charging rather gratuitously that Saint-Simon’s ‘Christian industrialism’ was 
another way of imposing a theocratic state on people. Fourier himself, though 
anti-Royalist, anti-state and anti-church, was not against religion. The Catholic 
Church — which banned his writings — he detested as a pillar of the established 
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order. Like the state, it oppressed people. But God had His place in Fourier’s 
system of salvation, a God of his own making. Since God had given man social 
needs or ‘passions’, he speculated that God must also have devised the ability for 
man to satisfy them. There must be, he wrote, ‘a code guaranteeing justice, 
truth, and industrial attraction.’ 

Fourier enjoyed coining new words. Phalanstere itself is a neologism, but so, 
he argued, was doctrinaire, and observing that ‘John the Baptist was the prophet 
precursor of Jesus’, Fourier styled himself ‘the prophet post-cursor’ of Jesus, 
‘announced by Him, and completing His work of the rehabilitation of men, 
solely in its industrial aspect.’ While rejecting Christian piety, meekness and the 
role of the Church, he often quoted from the Gospels and called himself a 
‘vice-Messiah’, a ‘sub-Messiah’ and the ‘hippo-Messiah’ — of Harmony, not 
Christianity — and would have liked the Church to establish a trial phalanstery. 
But except for suggesting that the true message of Jesus might find its actual 
fulfilment in his utopian new world of ‘Harmony’, he gave no indication of 
what his religious feelings, if any, were.'° 

Whereas Saint-Simon acknowledged his debt to the social message of the 
Old Testament prophets and expressed his admiration for the way their people, 
‘proud of its supra-terrestrial nobility’, had since played its role in history 
throughout its ‘universal captivity’, Fourier shared the anti-Semitism of 
Lyons’s merchants, who feared the competition of the recently emancipated 
French Jews. In spite of the great attention he paid to the needs of every con- 
ceivable human character, he was in fact one of the first in the line of Socialists 
whose schemes of universal salvation did not include the Jews, whom he stereo- 
typed and damned under the collective name of Judas Iscariot. 

At the same time, he attacked the Christian merchant guilds for their profit 
greed. By comparison, he wrote, Iscariot was ‘an honest man; he is content with a 
modest profit because he does not maintain such a splendid household as 
yours.”*' And his rabid prejudice notwithstanding, Fourier was so sure a single 
‘trial phalanstery’ functioning for 6 months would convince everyone of the uni- 
versal happiness possible under ‘Harmony’ that — in his keenness to persuade the 
Rothschilds to finance one — he promised them ‘to reconstitute the Israelite 
nation, to reestablish in Jerusalem a Jewish monarch, with his own flag, consuls, 
and diplomatic rank.’ 

Starting in 1803 and for the next 30 years, Fourier kept bombarding other 
wealthy individuals, as well as every French government, with his ideas. He 
offered them to learned societies in France and abroad, and promised the earth 
to the Tsar if only he would establish a phalanstery in Russia. No individual, 
institution or any of the French and foreign governments he approached 
replied to his appeals for a hearing, and he spent most of his life in dire poverty. 
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From 1826 he worked as a correspondence clerk in the Paris office of Curtis 
and Lamb, a New York wholesale firm. Punctually at 12 o’clock he would go 
home to his lodgings to wait for some ‘benefactor’ to turn his utopia into reality 
and set up a phalanstery somewhere. He was still alive when the very first, 
established by Bulgarian villagers at Falticeni (now in Rumania), was attacked 
and destroyed by neighbouring landowners. 

Before Fourier died in 1837, Albert Brisbane helped towards his ‘volup- 
tuous’ living by paying him 5 francs per ‘lesson’ to be initiated in the principles 
of ‘Harmony’. Brisbane later persuaded Horace Greeley to open the columns of 
the newly founded Nem York Tribune to Fourier’s ideas. These so fired a 
Russian liberal landowner, Petrashevsky ~ hero of the famous ‘Petrashevsky 
plot’, for his alleged participation in which Dostoyevsky, the writer, was to be 
sentenced to forced labour — that he built a communal house and started a pha- 
lanstery for his peasant-serfs. The peasants promptly burned it down. 

Fourier’s ideas were to inspire the short-lived American Brook Farm experi- 
ment, the Wisconsin Phalanx and the Oneida Community — which combined 
the Fourierist work ethic with polygamy — and were to crop up periodically all 
over Europe, to find their way into Latin America, later to percolate into Israel’s 
modern kibbutzim and to be revived in vague form in the 1960s in some ‘hippy’ 
communes. Fourier’s original concept for communal life, however, has never 
been fully applied, or not in the manner he prescribed. 

André Breton was to hail Fourier as a forerunner of surrealism. But already 
in the 1840s Heine asked how it was that social reformers like Fourier, ‘true 
benefactors of humanity’, were allowed to starve in France. One question that 
arises in hindsight, especially after the 1989 collapse of Marxism (Leninist- 
Marxism, to be exact) in the USSR and Eastern Europe is why men like 
Fourier and, for that matter, Saint-Simon, were so little heeded in their time. 

Fourier was a monomaniac who made some aberrant claims for his world of 
the future, such as that man’s life-span in ‘universal Harmony’ would grow to 
an average 144 years. For all his extremes, however, he accurately diagnosed the 
mighty disorders of his age, such as economic inequality, social injustice, 
hunger and exploitation, state militarism and war, the atomization of urban life 
(he considered introducing a spell in a big city as a punishment for offenders), 
male chauvinism and the frustrations and disruption of family life, and some 
others that are still with us. 

Saint-Simon dealt with some of the same problems and many of the features 
of his industrial (against Fourier’s agricultural) vision have come to pass. Did 
practical success escape these men who dreamed up solutions to real crises 
because — as Marx and Engels were to claim even while carefully studying their 
ideas and working them over — they were unscientific ‘utopian Socialists’ and 
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unable to point a path leading from reality to their vision? Was it, as has been 
said, because they had learned nothing from the French Revolution? Or, on the 
contrary, because they deplored its bloodletting and the enormous waste of 
lives that followed in Napoleon’s campaigns, and, having no faith in the people 
or a new revolutionary upheaval, preferred to put their trust in some enlight- 
ened ruler, philanthropist or benefactor who would change society and build 
their New Jerusalem for them? 

What, in short, was the missing element or the weakness that prevented the 
realization of their scheme? It has been suggested that they did not ‘fashion a 
good war-machine’ for their ideas, whereas Marxism was to build several. Yet, 
as Oscar Wilde was to write in 1890, ‘a map of the world that does not include 
Utopia... leaves out the one country at which Humanity is always landing. And 
when Humanity lands there, it looks out, and seeing a better country, sets sail. 
Progress is the realization of Utopia.’ 


Filippo Michelangelo (or Michéle) Buonarroti, who had joined Babeuf’s 
‘Society of Equals’ in 1796 in the first organized attempt in modern times to 
establish a Communist state and egalitarian society, was as idealistic an aristo- 
crat as Saint-Simon, but a man of different stamp. Steeped in the theories of 
Rousseau and the French philosophes, the suave, highly cultured Italian noble- 
man shared Robespierre’s credo that the founders of the first French republic 
had every justification to ‘crush all the enemies of freedom by means of terror’. 
Following the apprehension of ‘the Equals’ on 10 May 1796, Buonarroti was 
sentenced to 10 years of solitary confinement. After serving the last 6 of them 
on an isolated island fortress, he turned up in 1806 in Geneva. There, in spite of 
being under police surveillance, he began to set up a conspiratorial network of 
secret societies affiliated with the Italian-Spanish-French cloak-and-dagger 
movement of the famous Carbonari. Pledged to ‘freedom from tyranny’, the 
Carbonari are seen by historians to this day as the prototype of all ‘modern rev- 
olutionary underground organizations’, from Nihilists to Bolsheviks down, 
some say to the Tupamaros in South America, the IRA in Ireland, and others 
too numerous to mention.*” 

It was in the mountain regions of Italy that the ‘brotherhood’, whose origin 
may or may not go back to the Middle Ages, flourished anew at the time of the 
Napoleonic occupation. Using terms from the charcoal trade, its secret councils 
were called vendite or ‘sales’, and its rituals featured woodmen’s axes, blocks 
and/or daggers combined with Christian religious symbols. The Carbonari 
invoked Jesus as their ‘honorary Grand Master’ and as ‘the Lamb’ — represent- 
ing the oppressed — whom each member swore to deliver from ‘the Wolf’, which 
stood for the Bourbon tyrants and the Austrian occupants of southern Europe 
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after the Vienna Congress. Their combination of patriotic fervour, ‘mutual 
help’ pledges on the Masonic model and various plots and insurrections staged 
in the cause of liberty during the next decade in Italy and Spain attracted high- 
minded politicians and officers as well as Romantic intellectuals. In Ravenna in 
1820 Lord Byron, a carbonaro by temperament as well as formal initiation, 
amassed an arsenal of guns and bayonets at the Palazzo Guiccioli and dismissed 
the risk of accidental discovery in the words: ‘It is no great matter, supposing 
Italy could be liberated, who or what is sacrificed. It is a grand object — the very 
poetry of politics. Only think — a free Italy! Why, there has been nothing like it 
since the days of Augustus!” 

Upon being expelled from Geneva through the intervention of Metternich, 
Buonarroti moved to Belgium. From Brussels, where this scion of the Floren- 
tine nobility set himself up as a music-teacher, he extended the tentacles of his 
conspiratorial network to similar secret societies that had sprung up in Spain 
and France. While still in Geneva he had also set up various Masonic lodges, 
and one feat he seems to have managed was to make important Freemasons, 
who actually opposed his democratic and republican ideas, work for the cause of 
Carbonarism, even though it and Freemasonry remained separate movements 
and were, as Lamartine put it, ‘by turns the allies and the enemy’ of each other. 

Supposedly introduced into France by the Saint-Simonist Bazard, la Char- 
bonnerie found such prominent adherents as La Fayette and General Berton. 
Bazard himself had been initiated into the brotherhood’s rites during a stay in 
Naples. With support from various army elements, the French Carbonari staged 
or attempted during the 1820s some g military and popular insurrections 
against the Bourbons, but these were easily quelled. One that had the most 
lasting impact, the so-called ‘insurrection of La Rochelle’, actually never took 
place — having been discovered before it started — but 4 young non-commis- 
sioned officers were caught, brought to trial in Paris and sentenced to death for 
a plot planned by others which they had not begun to put into effect. Their 
public execution in 1822 in the place des Gréves — where the guillotine had 
once functioned — stirred public opinion against the restored Bourbons. Suc- 
cessive generations of Frenchmen would keep the memory of the ‘four 
sergeants of Rochelle’ alive every year on All Souls’ Day. More immediately, 
French youths of student age or younger — including some who were to become 
pioneer Socialists and Communists — joined the ranks of the Carbonari. 

Auguste Blanqui was still a pupil at a Paris lycée when he saw the troop con- 
centrations in the place des Gréves as the young officers were led to their death, 
crying ‘Vive la liberté’ and ‘History will judge us!’ That night he swore to 
avenge them. Two years later, at the age of 19, he became a fiery carbonaro. 
Blanqui, whose father had been a member of the 1793 French Convention, 
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came from an educated home. He studied law, then took up journalism and 
became the parliamentary correspondent of Le Globe — shortly before this 
organ of the liberal opposition was to be taken over by the Saint-Simonists — 
and the closest friend of Pierre Leroux, its future editor, who was already a car- 
bonaro. Although the insurrections of the 1820s were unsuccessful, they had a 
cumulative effect and Carbonarism played a part in keeping up the discontent 
that led to the replacement of Charles X by Louis-Philippe in the July Revolu- 
tion of 1830. So did the Saint-Simonist ideas spread by the mixed group of 
young intellectuals and financiers led by Rodrigues, Enfantin and Bazard. 

Enfantin, the most enterprising of the three, had by now realized that ‘our 
power over the people is nil’, but that the masses could be stirred by the infl- 
uence of an élite. In the heat of the July Revolution, however, he departed from 
Saint-Simon’s teaching and on its third day actually sent Bazard to La Fayette, 
the commander of the National Guard, with a proposal to place himself at the 
head of a ‘provisional dictatorship’ that would carry out the Saint-Simonist 
social programme. La Fayette politely declined. But later that year one of the 
group’s sympathizers, the banker Lafitte, was to head the second ministry 
formed under the new ‘bourgeois’ monarchy. 

On the eve of the revolution, Blanqui stunned Leroux, the philosopher 
Théodore Jouffroy and a group of other Le Globe editors and contributors by 
proposing that they set up an insurrectionary committee. ‘Before the week is 
over’, he declared, ‘it will all be settled by rifle shots.’ 

Unlike Leroux and other social theorists of change by non-violent persua- 
sion, Blanqui took an active part in the fighting which followed, joining the 
workers in the streets with his gun, Decorated for directing some of the street 
battles, Blanqui then and later found inspiration in a book published by Buonar- 
roti in 1828 in Belgium, and soon to be reprinted in Paris. La Conspiration pour 
lEgalité dite de Babeuf detailed the plot of which Buonarroti had been one of 
the principal instigators next to Babeuf, and contained a blueprint of the egali- 
tarian Communist republic they had planned to establish by force of arms. The 
élan with which the uneducated workers of Paris took to the streets in 1830, and 
the ease with which the Bourbons were toppled in three days — ‘les trois glo- 
rieuses’ — of rioting, barricades and some rifle fire, confirmed Buonarroti’s idea 
that a determined band of men fighting against oppression were capable of 
seizing power by force and were justified in maintaining it by coercion for the 
purpose of creating a better society. The result of the uprising also confirmed 
Blanqui’s own conviction that action spoke louder than words, and that deeds 
were more important than theories. 

At the beginning of August, Buonarroti himself arrived in Paris. A venerable 
figure nearing 70, he had the eminence of a man who had worked with, and was 
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practically heir to, Robespierre, coupled with his leadership of international 
Carbonarism. Living modestly — under the name of M. Raymond ~ in the rue 
du Rocher, Buonarroti immediately became active behind the scenes in the pro- 
liferating republican societies which, as soon as they were suppressed, kept 
springing up overnight in the ‘bourgeois’ monarchy. The most important of 
them was the Société des Droits de Homme, founded by Voyer d’Argenson, a 
high-born aristocrat and friend of Buonarroti. This organization had subdivi- 
sions named after Robespierre, Marat and Babeuf. Among its leaders were 
Charles Teste, who published a Draft of a Republican Constitution; Albert 
Laponneraye, author of a Letter to the Proletariat; and Godefroy Cavaignac, 
leader of the radical democrats, whose younger and conservative brother 
General Louis-Eugéne Cavaignac was to preside over the bloody suppression of 
the February 1848 revolution. D’Argenson’s circle also included a mixed group 
of veteran Carbonari and younger Saint-Simonists. 

Blanqui went his own way. Recruiting small clandestine groups of adherents, 
he was to spend most of the years before and after Buonarroti’s death in the 
mid1830s plotting one insurrection after another, culminating in his armed 
occupation of the Palais de Justice and the Hétel de Ville, and his proclamation 
of a republican government. Although Blanqui was captured, and was to spend 
almost more years in jail than out, he became France’s most outspoken advocate 
of armed insurrection, the prototype of the dedicated, professional and peren- 
nially conspiring revolutionary. The cause to which he was ready to give his life 
was to complete the unfinished business of the Great Revolution and to pick up, 
as it were, the thread where Babeuf and Buonarroti had left off in 1796. 


Fourier, Saint-Simon and Buonarroti, it will be observed, had developed the 
fundamentals of their theories practically simultaneously in the first decade of 
the century, the decade in which Robert Owen was starting his practical social 
experiments; the decade, too, in which Hegel arrived at his perception of the 
future of the world in the Phenomenology of the Spirit, and towards the end of 
which Fichte was to develop his philosophy of a German master race, of ‘right 
is might’, and to affirm the supremacy of the state by proclaiming that the 
‘individual must forget himself in the race.’ 

The germination of most of the issues and ideas that were to divide Europe 
for the next 150 years was thus completed by the time of Napoleon’s apogee. 
Saint-Simon, Fourier and Buonarroti, although crying in the wilderness during 
the mad time which saw his rise and fall and the restoration of the old order, 
went on elaborating their theories, and by the end of the 1820s had each started 
a different trend in the development of Europe’s rgth-century social move- 
ments. 
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Heine, one of the first to discern these trends, was to watch their growing 
effect at close quarters when he moved to Paris in the wake of the July Revolu- 
tion. In Moscow, by 1834, Alexander Herzen and other young students were to 
be questioned by a Tsarist Commission seeking to establish whether their liber- 
tarian opinions were not ‘imbued with the pernicious doctrines of Saint-Simon’. 

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, who were only 12 and 10 respectively at the 
time of the July Revolution — and slightly before them Moses Hess, who was 22 
— were in due course to subject the theories of their utopian forerunners to 
careful study, and to take ideas from each of them. 

On the eve of the July Revolution, Heine was on Helgoland Island in dire 
financial straits and uncertain of his future — asking Merckel for a loan and 
wondering, on 6 July, where he might find ‘a nesting-place’. Ten years later, 
when he reproduced portions of that letter in his book on Ludwig Borne, Heine 
interpolated a long passage purporting to represent the reasons which in 1830 
made him reject each of the choices open to him. In Italy he would have found 
‘an Austrian sentry-box in front of every lemon tree’. In England the cost of 
living was ‘twice as high as elsewhere’, whereas ‘they ought to pay you double 
for living there.’ America? In that land, which he had once thought of as the last 
resort of freedom, ‘several million black- or brown-skinned people are being 
treated like dogs.’ It was a land ‘without princes or aristocrats’, but material 
profit was ‘the only religion... and money their only omnipotent god’, and the 
brutal treatment of the Blacks and Mulattos subjected Americans of conscience 
to a ‘martyrdom surpassing anything known in Europe’. He mentioned the case 
of a Protestant preacher in New York who, defying prejudice, had married his 
daughter off to a Negro, with the result that ‘he had to flee for his life, his house 
was demolished, and his daughter, the poor victim, she was lynched [English in 
the original]....O Liberty! Thou art an evil dream!’ 

What about France, then? By antedating to 1830 the so-called ‘Helgoland 
letters’, possibly written in whole or in part in 1840, Heine created a problem 
for scholars trying to establish his actual reaction to the July Revolution. News 
of it reached him on the island on 1 August. One of the letters in his book on 
Borne, published in 1840 but datelined ‘Helgoland, 6 August [1830]’, contains 
the lines: ‘Lafayette, the tricolour flag, the Marseillaise... Gone is my longing for 
tranquillity. Now I know again what I want, what I have, what I must do... I am 
the son of the revolution. I reach for my consecrated arms again... Give me my 
lyre, that I may sing a battle song... I am all joy and song, all sword and flame.’ 

Heine claimed that when he included the 1830 ‘Helgoland letters’ in his 
book on Borne he was drawing not only on letters but on notes and diary jot- 
tings made that year; and it has been established on good authority that his 
famous metaphor about ‘the dog Medor’ was culled from a newspaper chroni- 
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cle published shortly after the 1830 revolution.'4 ‘This morning another parcel 
of newspapers reached the island,’ he wrote in one of the Helgoland letters 
dated 10 August [1830]. ‘I gulped them up like manna.’ Then he went on: 


If only I could see the dog Medor! He interests me far more than the 
others who quickly jumped to retrieve the crown and offer it up to 
[Louis] Philippe of Orléans. The dog Medor kept retrieving guns 
and cartridge-boxes for his master, and when his master fell and was 
buried together with his fellow heroes in the courtyard of the Louvre, 
the poor dog sat down on his grave and remained immobile like a 
statue of loyalty by day and by night, eating little of the food he was 
offered, shuffling and burying the larger part of it into the ground, 
perhaps as food for his buried master. 


The ‘dog Medor’ episode, published a decade later in Heine’s Borne book, is 
mentioned here not only as an example of how Heine took a simple newspaper 
anecdote and artfully turned its canine hero into a symbol of the people who 
had fought and died at the barricades, enabling others to prance in the role of 
‘retrievers’ of the crown for the ‘bourgeois king’ in the July Revolution, but 
because ‘the dog Medor’ was to reappear in yet another metaphor, in which his 
fate symbolized how the people were ultimately robbed of their victory by the 
bourgeoisie. 

Letters written by Heine shortly before and immediately after the July Revo- 
lution show that since some time in 1828 he had been watching the situation in 
France by reading Le Globe, at the time when it represented the liberal opposi- 
tion to the policies of Charles X. During his Berlin visit in February 1829, he 
had sounded out the possibility of obtaining a post as a Privatdozent ~ an 
unsalaried lecturer living on the fees paid by the students — in the Prussian 
capital. ‘Shall I come to Berlin?’ he inquired of Varnhagen on 3 January 1830. 
Undeterred by the latest rebuff he had suffered in Munich, Heine persisted in 
his ambition to wrest a post from those who kept denying it to him. 

Max Brod, in a sensitive piece, has compared Heine’s futile attempts ‘to find 
a post which would enable him to settle down in the Fatherland’ to the way K., 
the hero of Kafka’s novel The Castle, ‘struggles in vain for the right to the 
normal activity of a citizen, a matter which assumes a life-and-death impor- 
tance for him as a symbol of integration into society’; and has pointed out that 
writers such as Novalis, Mörike, Schiller, Goethe, the Schlegel brothers, 
Uhland, Grimm, Tieck, E.T.A. Hoffmann and Immermann, among others, all 
held professorships, judgeships or even high state appointments affording them 
the tranquil security which ‘is of great value precisely to those many authors 
who cannot endure any restrictions on their intellectual freedom.’'5 
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On 1 August, when Heine was still on Helgoland, Campe drew his attention 
to a report in Hamburg’s Correspondent that Charles X had been fired upon 
during his flight the previous day to Rambouillet: ‘The streets [of Paris] bristle 
with cannon, and there is civil war. The Mayor of Versailles is said to have been 
hanged [he was in fact only unseated]... The consequences of these terrible 
measures are incalculable. It all seems to be a repeat performance of the old 
comedy. Hopefully its duration will not be so protracted as last time.’ 

Heine later confessed that he was at first ‘more interested in the human- 
interest details’ of the July Revolution than in ‘the pregnant significance of the 
whole development’, which he did not know what to make of at first. He sensed 
that it might be an epochal or world-historical event, but behind him lay a per- 
sonally ‘fatal year’.‘? While street-fighting was going on in Paris, Heine, having 
quarreled with Campe over the paltry fee he had offered for Travel Pictures IH 
(and his miserliness in using a cheap quality of paper ‘which reminds me of my 
underpants’), was asking the unimpressed publisher to send him 5 ‘Friedrich- 
dor’; and as he wrote to Immermann on 10 August, ‘world-history apart, I have 
had so many private troubles that my brain during these last few months was 
addled almost into stupidity.’ Heine was quite truthful when he wrote, ‘In Paris, 
dear friends, the Gallic cock has crowed, that is all I know.’ The telling phrase 
was published in the ‘Helgoland letters’ in 1840, but this famous simile for a 
signal of revolution was actually coined by Heine before the end of 1830. 

In April 1830 he had started reading Thiers’s multi-volume history of the 
1789 French Revolution. He was more impressed by Mignet’s account of it, 
which he read on Helgoland and finished after his return to Hamburg. His later 
statement to Varnhagen that he was so affected by the coincidental news of the 
events in Paris that they seemed to him almost a natural ‘continuation of my 
studies’, is borne out by Ludolf Wienbarg’s finding Heine in a nervous fret one 
morning, after ‘the sharp thump’ of the guillotine, the howling mob and the 
decapitated figures of the Girondists ‘rising from Mignet’s pages’ had caused 
him a sleepless night. This made Wienbarg — later one of the leaders of the 
‘Young Germany’ group of writers — realize that the ‘emotionalism’ in some of 
Heine’s poetry was often more sincere than appeared. 

Wienbarg’s further observation that ‘the July Revolution dispelled Heine’s 
morose mood and threw him into a feverish agitation, making him feel that it 
was about to mark a significant chapter in his own life, too,’ dovetails with a 
diary entry by Varnhagen’s sister, Rosa Maria Assing, to the effect that Heine 
seemed ‘very excited by the events in France.” One feature of the toppling of 
the Bourbons that most impressed him was the fact that after the three-day rev- 
olution ‘the people themselves’ — far from indulging like their fathers in the 
‘insane atrocities’ of the 1793 Terror — ‘bound up the wounds of their enemies, 
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and when the deed was done went quietly about their daily business again 
without asking so much as a tip for the great work they had done!’ He was not 
sure that the same would happen in Germany, and had in fact written to Wien- 
barg from Helgoland: ‘Should the revolution come to Germany, mine will not 
be the last head to fall.’ 

He had hardly returned to Hamburg when, on the first day of September, 
unrest broke out in the city, followed by disturbances in Leipzig, Cassel, 
Dresden and Berlin. While the disorders were sparked off by a variety of 
impulses — ranging from demands for a representative constitution in Hesse to 
manual workers in Berlin clashing with the police following the arrest of several 
tailors’ apprentices — the 1 September riots in Hamburg were a two-day 
Hep-Hep outbreak, with rampaging ruffians attacking Jews in the streets, pillag- 
ing their homes and smashing Uncle Salomon’s windows before the authorities 
intervened in force. Witnessing this anti-Semitic outburst perturbed Heine not 
a little, confirming the apprehensions he felt since his ‘proscription’ by the 
Burschenschaften. ‘The German disturbances threw me into a fit, he wrote. ‘For 
hours reason left me and my mind was struck dumb.’'9 

Wienbarg, who was one of Heine’s boon companions in Hamburg during the 
autumn of 1830, perceptively noted that ‘he was capable of great enthusiasm for 
great characters and the drama of historic forces unleashed, but an abyss sepa- 
rated him from the commotion of the struggling masses.’ Heine himself was 
aware of this. On 19 November 1830, while preparing the final section of his 
‘English Fragments’ for inclusion in Travel Pictures IV, he wrote to Varnhagen 
that although he knew very well that ‘revolution involves all social interests’, he 
was, for the sake of effectiveness, concentrating his fire for the moment against 
‘the aristocracy and the clergy as its only allied foes.’ Admitting that he still felt 
contempt for ‘industrialism’, he ascribed it to sheer ‘aristocratic pride’ which he 
could not yet eradicate from his heart, and mentioned that he had started work 
on a new ‘political opus’. 

This was a short but important essay titled ‘Introduction to Kahldorf on the 
Nobility’ (‘Einleitung zu Kahldorf über den Adel). The conservative Danish 
politician Count Magnus von Moltke had argued in a recent pamphlet that the 
aristocracy, by virtue of its culture, tradition, and experience in running affairs, 
was best suited to rule a democratic Germany. An author who signed himself 
‘Kahldorf’ (a pseudonym for Robert Wesselhéft) asked Heine to write an intro- 
duction to his counter-pamphlet. In his ‘Introduction’ of some 6,000 words, 
Heine drew his famous parallel between the history of the French Revolution 
and the history of German philosophy. Outlining a thesis he was later to elabo- 
rate in Paris, he wrote that it was as if the French, too busy to dream while revo- 
lutionizing society, ‘asked us Germans to do their dreaming for them and 
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German philosophy has been nothing but the dream of the French Revolution.’ 
He went on: ‘Kant, who guillotined everything that resisted his Critique of Pure 
Reason, was our Robespierre. Then came Fichte with his “I”, the Napoleon of 
philosophy.’ With his supreme egoism and sovereign will, he quickly, in the 
name of ‘despotic idealism, improvised a universal empire that, collapsing as 
quickly as it rose’, crushed underfoot whatever secret flowers had survived the 
Kantian Jacobins or had blossomed since. “The earth trembled; came the 
counter-revolution’; the Restoration found its symbolic German counterpart in 
Schelling’s philosophy of nature, which glorified ‘the past with its mysticism, 
pietism, Jesuitism, legitimacy, Romanticism, Teutomaniac chauvinism — until 
Hegel, the Orléans of philosophy, finally founded, or rather systematized, an 
eclectic form of government’ in which he found room for, and assigned a firm 
constitutional position to, ‘the old Kantian Jacobins, the Fichtean Bonapartists, 
Schelling’s aristocratic peers, and his own minions as well.’ 

Having thus ‘happily completed the great philosophical circuit’, it was 
natural that the Germans should now ‘switch to politics’. The question which 
‘makes all hearts tremble’ was whether Germany would start its course with the 
1793 ‘system of the Comité du salut publique’ or with the new ‘bourgeois’ 
monarchy’s Ordre légal? In short, ‘will the German revolution be dry — or red 
and wet?’ Banishing the ‘horrible visions’ of the 1793 Terror conjured up by 
the aristocracy and the clergy to ‘frighten us’, Heine wrote, the priests and 
nobles of the ancien régime had condemned the majority of the French people to 
utter ‘political ignorance’ and obscurantism by means of censorship — that 
‘guillotine of ideas’ which may for a time serve despotism, ‘but in the end 
destroys it together with the despot.’ In a stab at the conditions under which he 
was himself writing, he wondered at the complacency of the Germans ‘in toler- 
ating for so many years a mind-killing [censorship] law’ of the type whose pro- 
mulgation in France had just cost the last Bourbon his throne. 

Heine then made his main point in what he termed a ‘moderate’ tone: ‘Civic 
equality could now become in Germany, as once in France, the premier slogan 
of revolution.’ Insisting that freedom of the press was essential to a calm dis- 
cussion of the issues, he warned that otherwise the dispute might degenerate 
into violent challenges against which ‘neither the sharpest arguments of the 
infantry and cavalry, nor even the cannon which are the ultima ratio regis but 
might easily become ultimi regis ratio’ (Heine was here performing an inversion 
of the type which Hegel’s ‘Young Hegelian’ critics were later to apply to their 
master) — ‘would in any way be effective.’ 

‘Kahldorf on the Nobility’ was heavily mutilated by the censorship when 
Campe published it in Nuremberg in April 1831. By that time Heine’s Travel 
Pictures IV had been banned and confiscated throughout Prussia. 
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Although he neither anticipated the July Revolution nor immediately packed 
his bags to rush off to Paris, it can hardly be said that he was indifferent to it. In 
the autumn of 1830 he was still clinging to the off-chance of Varnhagen’s infl- 
uence succeeding in getting him a post or some sinecure in Berlin, and more 
harassed than ever during his long years of drifting and searching in all direc- 
tions. On 19 November, raging at Uncle Salomon, on whose support he could 
no longer count, and at Campe’s ‘knavish tricks’, he wrote to Varnhagen that if 
he was ‘not to starve’ that winter he must look for ‘new resources’, and perhaps 
for a new publisher; in another letter on 30 November he raged at himself, ‘at 
my own incapacity, at my mistakes and my stupidity.’ In both letters he sounded 
a note of alarm at some imminent emergency, and after asking Varnhagen for 
advice on ‘whatever resources might be available to me if the worst should come 
to the worst,’ he concluded the first of them with the equivocal lines: ‘You are 
wrong if you think that because of the contents of my writings the Prussian 
government might not be interested in me.’ 

This passage, and his presently approaching Varnhagen with the wild idea to 
campaign for his obtaining a high municipal post in Hamburg, have caused the 
statutory controversy between those holding that Heine was ready to compro- 
mise his integrity and political ideas for a position ensuring him financial secu- 
rity and those in whose eyes he can do no wrong. The full truth behind each of 
his zigzagging moves will probably never be known. The September distur- 
bances had forced Brunswick’s reactionary Duke Charles II to flee to England 
and in Hesse, a couple of weeks later, there had been a second popular uprising, 
amid continued demands for a constitution. In his Introduction to Kahldorf 
Heine expressed himself in favour of ‘the idea of a citizen-king, without court 
etiquette, without aristocratic hirelings, without courtiers, match-makers, pour- 
boires of diamonds and other splendiferous flummeries.’ It is doubtful that he 
believed Prussia would become a constitutional monarchy, but for a while after 
the July Revolution he seems to have hoped for some liberal relaxations, such as 
the government’s allowing the same press freedom that Charles X had permit- 
ted in France until the ‘ordinances’ that had accelerated his recent downfall. 

Some have indeed gone so far as to compare Heine’s readiness ‘to consider a 
compromise with the government on condition that his intellectual liberty was 
guaranteed’ with ‘the young Marx, whom no one could easily accuse of being 
indulgent’, 12 years later acting against the ultra-radicals and undertaking ‘the 
thankless task of fighting for liberty step by step, while remaining within the 
bounds of the constitution.’ 7° 

On 29 November and again on 9 January 1831, Varnhagen brought Heine 
down to earth, assuring him that he had not the remotest chance of getting a 
government-approved position in either Berlin or Hamburg. ‘In the present 
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German situation’, he wrote, ‘there is no room for a Walter Scott, let alone for a 
Byron.’ The soundest advice he had for Heine was to repair his relations with 
Uncle Salomon: ‘He is after all your born mainstay and what better thing for 
him than to give all his support to a nephew who brings honour to his name.’ 
Heine replied that he had reestablished relations of a sort with Uncle Salomon, 
but only for the sake of having ‘some protection at least against sudden blows, 
and only in the worst extremity.’ Then he made a highly significant declaration: 
‘My aspiration is to get a steady position at all costs. If I can’t get one very soon 
in Germany I shall go to Paris, where, unfortunately, I should have to assume a 
role spelling the ruin of all my artistic and poetic talents.’ To make things per- 
fectly clear, he added that the move would mean the effective ‘consummation of 
my break with Germany’s rulers’. 

Was this a kind of ultimatum, as some have said? The idea is not so far- 
fetched as it sounds if one takes into account that, in the eyes of his contempo- 
raries, Heine was by now ‘a literary power in Germany’. Berlin’s Gesellschafter 
that autumn called him ‘the poet of our age, whose work mirrors the present 
political ferment in Europe, the political currents and unrest preoccupying all 
cabinets’.7’ More important, on 19 February 1831, Varnhagen was writing to 
Heine that his book, Supplements to Travel Pictures — which was the title of the 
first printing of Travel Pictures IV — ‘is in everybody’s hands; the intervention 
of the authorities has not hurt its distribution, and it is especially being read 
and recommended — albeit pejoratively — by the upper classes’, i.e., by the 
people who counted in Berlin. 

Ultimatum or not, Heine, writing in despair but as one power to another, was 
indirectly signalling that if all doors to making a living and enjoying a modicum 
of freedom were closed to him in his homeland, he would have no alternative 
but to ‘break’ relations and declare war on Prussia. He was entirely serious, 
when, in the style of a diplomatic note, he informed Varnhagen: ‘Meanwhile, I 
am not taking any steps until I hear from you whether there isn’t a chance of my 
being able to get something in Berlin — or Vienna(!!!) I shall leave no stone 
unturned and shall take extreme decisions only if driven to extremity.’ Vienna 
was an idea that had apparently flitted across his mind upon learning that 
Friedrich von Gentz was an admirer of his poetry, but the three exclamation 
marks denote that he realized its enormity. At the same time, he must have been 
aware of the hopelessness of his moves, for his Epilogue to the ‘English Frag- 
ments’ contained a passage expressing his disillusion at the fact that the winds 
of freedom, wafted into Germany by the July Revolution, had here and there 
‘overturned the nightlights’ and set ‘the crimson curtains on some of the 
thrones on fire, so that the golden crowns grew hot beneath the flaring night- 
caps’ — but already ‘the old myrmidons, with the Imperial police under their 
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command, are dragging along the fire-buckets, sniffing around all the more vig- 
ilantly, forging the secret chains all the more firmly, and already I perceive a still 
more massive prison wall encircling the German people.’ 

It was not only the anticipation of growing repression that finally prompted 
Heine’s decision to leave Germany. In Paris, at the end of October 1830, Le 
Globe had been taken over by the disciples of Saint-Simon. Since 1828, under 
the influence of Varnhagen, Heine had shown a growing interest — as did 
Carlyle and Stuart Mill in England — in Saint-Simon’s theories for ‘the perfec- 
tion of society’ and the creation of a world of plenty for all. Saint-Simon’s idea 
of putting an end to ‘the exploitation of man by man’, not to mention the role 
he ascribed to artists in his vision of society, could not but appeal to Heine, as it 
did to the avant-garde of France’s Romantic artists. 

The poet ‘consoles, damns, prays, prophesies’, wrote Victor Hugo. ‘His 
voice... echoes from one end of the earth to the other. Mankind becomes his 
flock, hears his works, and ponders them...’ Alfred de Vigny, lofty, retiring and 
less assertive than Hugo, regarded poets as ‘the pariahs of society’; but he, too, 
felt imbued with ‘a divine spark... Deep down in my heart I feel a secret 
strength.” And though given to much introspection, he nevertheless wanted to 
stretch out his hand to all men, ‘comrades in the misery of this world’, and saw 
the poet’s task as dictated by his ability to penetrate ‘the mysterious causes of 
the present’ and presage the future. 

Saint-Simonism solved for Heine not only the ‘antithesis’ between spirit and 
the senses, spirit and matter, soul and body, but also helped him with another 
dichotomy. Fusing Saint-Simonism with elements of Spinoza and pantheism, 
Heine — notwithstanding Hegel’s conservative thesis that God or the “World 
Spirit’ in history had achieved its end-purpose in his own age — was soon to 
effect a synthesis of his own between the ‘algebra of revolution’ that could be 
read into Hegel’s dialectic and Saint-Simon’s proclamation that history’s task 
of creating ‘the Golden Age of mankind’ lay indeed in the future, and not in the 
past. Under the influence of what he knew of Saint-Simonism in the autumn of 
1830, he concluded the book version of the ‘English Fragments’ with the 
words: ‘The French are the chosen people of the new religion, it is in their lan- 
guage that the first gospels and dogmas have been recorded, Paris is the new 
Jerusalem, and the Rhine is the Jordan which divides the consecrated land of 
freedom from the land of the philistines.’ Evidently, some time that autumn or 
at the beginning of the 1830-31 winter of his greatest discontent and uncertain 
wavering, even as he was thrashing about in all directions without ever ceasing 
to write — producing his Introduction to Kahldorf and most of the 44 poems to 
become known as New Spring (‘Neuer Frühling’), besides supervising the publi- 
cation of Travel Pictures III and IV — he discovered in Saint-Simonism a new 
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vision to sustain him. It became, in the words of E.M. Butler’s pioneer study, 
one of the complex forces which drew Heine away from his native land and 
indirectly ‘assumed the proportion of destiny shaping his future.’?” 

If there was more than braggadocio to Heine’s threat to ‘break with Ger- 
many’s rulers’, it was because Saint-Simonism, compensating in a way for the 
identity of which he had been robbed, gave him new hope and confidence. At 
that, he had yet to find the appreciable sum of money required for ‘crossing the 
Jordan’ and making the move to France. Lack of funds would have made it 
impossible for him to move to Paris immediately after the July Revolution even 
if he had wanted to, a fact, incidentally, hardly ever mentioned either by those 
who have him going off to Paris in a fit of enthusiasm for the revolution or by 
those who dwell on his hesitating for 9 months before he departed. 

On to February, Heine sent a man called Hartwig Hesse, of the Hamburg 
firm of Hesse, Newmann & Co., a book entitled Doctrine Saint-Simonienne 
that he had read. Referring to his having mentioned it the day before, he wrote 
that he was attaching an extract ‘of the passage in this new gospel of mine 
which we discus-sed long ago.’ The passage glorified Saint-Simon as one of 
those ‘truly divine’ geniuses too absorbed by their ‘vast thinking to give a 
moment’s reflection to their personal needs’, and extolled his courage — when 
reduced to living on bread and water — ‘to go begging from the rich’ for the 
sake of accomplishing his task on behalf of mankind. In his letter Heine 
wrote: “The future will demonstrate to you the great cause which moves me to 
request your urgent help, and to beg you not for autant d'argent que vous 
pouvez, but for the smallest amount which you may yourself decide on.’ He 
concluded by saying that ‘an extraordinary man’ like Hesse would understand 
the ‘religious pride’ animating him at that moment. 

That Heine saw in Saint-Simonism a new vocation is evident from his writ- 
ing to Varnhagen on 1 April 1831: ‘Every night I dream that I am packing my 
suitcase and travelling to Paris to breathe fresh air, to give myself up entirely to 
the sacred feelings of my new religion and perhaps to receive the final consecra- 
tion as one of its priests.’ 

Of Hartwig Hesse little is known other than that he was a Jew of Danish 
origin and a philanthropist whom Heine may first have met at his Uncle Salo- 
mon’s house.?3 Heine had patched up his relations with his millionaire uncle in 
December 1830, but by March he had another quarrel with him. It was Hesse, 
believed to have been a supporter of Saint-Simon’s ideas, who in the event gave 
Heine most of the amount required for his move to Paris. The rest was appar- 
ently supplied by his more sympathetic Hamburg uncle, Henry Heine. 

Heine set out from Hamburg on 1 May 1831. His farewell present to Ger- 
many, which he left with ‘the soil of the fatherland sticking to the soles of my 
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boots’, was the Epilogue to his ‘English Fragments’, written to bring Travel 
Pictures up to 20 sheets, or 328 pages — which exempted them from pre-censor- 
ship on the idea of the authorities that books over this size represented less of a 
subversive danger because few people read them. It contained his wonderful 
story of Kunz von der Rosen, the court jester who consoles the imprisoned 
German people: ‘Beneath my cloak I bring you your fine sceptre and your beau- 
tiful crown. For you, my people, you are the true emperor, the true master of 
your land... Your will is sovereign, and the sole legitimate source of all power.’ 
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On 21 May 1831, two or three days after his arrival in Paris, Heine left the Hôtel 
du Luxembourg and called at the offices of Le Globe. He was received by Michel 
Chevalier, and their talk led to a lasting friendship. The next morning Le Globe, 
saluting Heine as ‘one of the courageous young defenders of the cause of pro- 
gress’, emphasized that he had been fearlessly ‘espousing the popular interest in 
Germany, without falling into narrow-minded nationalism.” 

Unlike Chopin, who abhorred the strident aspects of Paris, Heine fell in love 
with the city at first sight. Sporting a blue jacket and yellow waistcoat, he strol- 
led along the boulevards, studying the architecture, the monuments, the bridges 
on the Seine and the people about him, whether chic young women or shoe- 
shine boys at work, with such dreamy-eyed but intent curiosity that Philaréte 
Chasles, a French writer, began to follow, and even to ‘walk round him’, puzzled 
by the identity of this ‘enigmatic observer’ .? 

Abandoning himself to the rhythm of the city, Heine also made the rounds 
of the popular dance-halls. For the first time he heard ‘loud Gallic laughter’, 
good-tempered, mocking, ‘like the delightful French wines or a chapter of 
Rabelais’, and felt so much in his element that a few months later he instructed 
a friend to tell people in Germany that he was ‘like a fish in water; or rather, that 
if a fish in the sea were asked how it felt, it would answer: “Like Heine in 
Paris. ”3 

Besides the infectious gaiety, there was the intellectual and political ferment, 
‘the maelstrom of events’ in what seemed to him the continually ‘seething revo- 
lution’, to stimulate Heine in Paris. Five weeks after his arrival he wrote to 
Varnhagen in Berlin: ‘La force des choses has propelled me to the very top, to 
Paris, the summit of the world.” Whereas in Germany, as he observed in the 

same letter, he had known nothing but ‘struggle and misery’ — his home country 
had in fact ‘poisoned all the springs of life’ for himt ~ France received him with 
open arms, and he quickly rose to literary and social prominence. Remarkably, 
within 8 months of his arrival he was attending a ball given by the King. To a 
man long hounded by Prussia’s rulers on religious and/or political grounds, it 
was no mean satisfaction to mix with the haute volée at the Tuileries, as he did 
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on 11 January 1832; to be invited two weeks later to a ball at the house of the 
Prime Minister, Casimir Périer; or to attend the Tuesday evening receptions of 
General La Fayette. Soon he met François Buloz, the editor of the prestigious 
Revue des Deux Mondes, which, besides serializing French translations of his 
work, was to carry an article on him by the writer Edgard Quinet, the only one 
of two portraits (the other was of Carlyle) to appear between its foundation and 
its temporary suspension during World War II. 

During his first two months in Paris, Heine visited the Bibliothéque Royale, 
the Panthéon and the salon of contemporary painters at the Louvre. He 
renewed his acquaintance with Ludwig Borne, the sharp-penned critic of Met- 
ternich’s system. Bérne, whose reputation was to be greatly enhanced in the 
autumn (when 2,000 copies of his Letters from Paris (Briefe aus Paris) were 
snapped up in Germany before the book was banned), was now the leader of 
Germany’s so-called ‘Jacobin’ radicals and of their adherents in Paris. Heine 
dined and went to the opera with Giacomo Meyerbeer, whose audacious, wildly 
Romantic Robert le Diable was soon to take Paris by storm. Michel Chevalier 
introduced him to two dignitaries of the Saint-Simonist ‘Church’ ~ the drama- 
tist Charles Duveyrier and Hippolyte Carnot, the future statesman — as well as 
Armand Bazard, one of its two ‘Supreme Fathers’. The other was Prosper 
Enfantin, who had been the moving spirit in investing Saint-Simonism with a 
dogma, a hierarchy and rites. 

On Sundays and Thursdays, he and Bazard, assisted by the ‘Sacred College’ 
of 39 members forming its priesthood, presided over soirées attended by Franz 
Liszt, Berlioz, Sainte-Beuve, Félicien David and a number of lesser-known 
artists, engineers, medical doctors and army officers. Liszt played the piano and 
Adolphe Nourrit, the leading tenor of the Paris Opéra, would sing hymns to the 
new religion and to Enfantin, a spellbinding personality who was gradually 
emerging as the more dynamic of the two ‘popes’ and who had composed many 
of them himself. 

Heine spent most of August and September 1831 at Boulogne-sur-Mer, and 
there is no record of his attending any of these soirées or other functions held at 
the Saint-Simonist headquarters or ‘temple’ in the rue Monsigny during those 
months. Saint-Simonism in 1831 was also being preached at public meetings in 
the Salle de la rue Taitbout and in 5 halls in the Quartier Latin, at the Polytech- 
nic, the Ecole Normale and some of the lycées. On a tour of the provinces, 
Enfantin had established 5 district ‘churches’ at Lyons, Marseilles and other 
places. Saint-Simonist propaganda — attacking the capitalists, advocating the 
abolition of class and birth privileges, the limitation of property and of collat- 
eral inheritance rights — had gained the movement recruits among the workers 
of the Faubourg Saint-Antoine in Paris. 
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Heine had gone to Boulogne in the company of the playwright Michel Beer 
and a German journalist. He found Beer, the author of Struense, a great bore — 
‘He will be immortal as long as he lives,” he quipped — but he enjoyed the sea 
and made the acquaintance of Odilon-Barrot, the leader of the opposition in 
the Chamber of Deputies. He was in a relaxed mood, and when there was a 
sudden downpour on the beach he showed his jocular side by walking up to 
several Englishwomen who loudly invaded the reading-room, where he was 
going through some newspapers, and addressing them in hesitant English: ‘I 
hope ladies conversation will not be disturbed by my reading papers.’ 

Upon his return to Paris on 20 September, he was invited by Borne to join 
him in a projected new German-French journal. Heine’s response was less than 
enthusiastic, making Borne note in some annoyance that his libertarian 
comrade-in-arms seemed to prefer to spend his time at the Louvre and to write 
‘a long report on an exhibition of paintings’. 

Gustav Kolb, Baron Cotta’s right-hand man, had arrived in Paris, and as 
soon as he read the manuscript of Heine’s report on the exhibition, he wrote to 
Cotta on 7 October that it belonged with ‘the best, most beautiful and most rea- 
soned of Heine’s writings’.> Serialized from the end of October to the middle 
of November 1831 in Stuttgart’s Morning Chronicle (Morgenblatt), it was soon 
to be translated into French and later to be published by Campe in book form 
under the title French Painters (Französische Maler). 

He was also reviewing musical events for Cotta’s paper, though he laughingly 
confessed to the composer Ferdinand Hiller that he understood ‘nothing about 
music’. Yet Hiller noted that Heine, ‘with his imaginative and penetrating mind, 
heard much more in the music than many so-called musical people. I believe that 
this is one of the many incomprehensible faculties peculiar to genius.” 

Everything seemed to work in Heine’s favour in the autumn and winter of 
1831. While he was still writing the series on French painters, Kolb invited him 
to review the French political scene for the Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung, 
which under his editorship had become Germany’s most outspoken daily, 
uniquely distinguished by its extensive news coverage and its many-faceted 
treatment of major issues by liberal and conservative writers. Although the 
paper had to contend with the local Bavarian as well as Metternich’s federal 
censorship, its owner, Baron Cotta — by virtue of his presidency of the Wiirt- 
temberg Diet, his large publishing house and other holdings — was a power in 
the land, and he steered so carefully and diplomatically between extremes that 
even Friedrich Gentz, Metternich’s chief censor, could not but admire the way 
the Allgemeine dispensed ‘the poison together with the antidote’ in its pages.” 

Heine was to work independently of the paper’s 8(!) regular Paris corres- 
pondents, a number due to the continuing tension between Europe’s absolutist 
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rulers and the new ‘bourgeois’ monarchy in France. Besides, while politically 
stifled Vienna, Berlin and St Petersburg allowed little but the doings of royalty 
and official communiques to be reported, France had a Chamber of Deputies, a 
lively opposition and a relatively free press. Kolb, to whom Heine had once 
remarked that newspapers ‘are our fortresses in the struggle of ideas’, wrote to 
Cotta on 14 December 1831 that with the reactionary system leading to 
‘nothing good’ — i.e., headed for a fall — the issues stirred by the July Revolution 
were bound ‘soon to arise in Germany’; and urged the publisher to engage ‘the 
best political writers’ to discuss them before new or upcoming ‘young liberal 
papers’ stole the market.® Cotta saw the point and Heine, on financial terms laid 
down by himself, became a premier columnist (in today’s parlance) on a highly 
respected international newpaper. With Europe’s eyes fixed on Paris, his arti- 
cles were sure to attract wide attention. 

His very first one not only created a stir but got him into trouble. Published 
in the Allgemeine Zeitung on 11 January 1832, the article contained Heine’s 
statement that the new ‘bourgeois’ King of the French had forgotten that he 
owed his crown to ‘the sovereign people’. Recent riots at Lyons, where the silk- 
weavers had struck against their starvation wages, prompted Heine to draw 
attention to the ‘hopeless condition of the lower folk of Paris’. Thousands, he 
wrote, were dying of misery, and he squarely blamed King Louis-Philippe for 
the ‘gross deceit’ of the July Revolution. The Republican La Tribune pounced 
upon the article and suggested that Heine was in the service of France’s 
enemies in the Holy Alliance. By 18 January, Le Temps was attacking the 
German censorship for allowing ‘no word to be printed against the Emperors of 
Russia or Austria or the King of Prussia’, but showing ‘no similar consideration 
for the good name of a citizen-king.’ 

An embarrassed Heine immediately wrote to Cotta that he suspected ‘a man- 
oeuvre preconcerted with the German Jacobins, in order to compromise me 
and to force me to pronounce myself for or against them.’? Extracts from his 
article had in fact been planted in La Tribune, in a falsified translation, by 
Gottlob Franckh, a German bookseller-publisher who, by mass-producing 
cheaply printed books (he had reputedly sold a million copies of Walter Scott’s 
historic novels in three years), had been Cotta’s greatest competitor in 
Stuttgart. Frankh had recently wound up, some say bankrupted, his business 
and moved with his money to Paris, where he talked of launching a German- 
French newspaper that would encourage revolution in Germany. '° 

Borne, although mistrusting Franckh’s character — he privately described 
him as a passionately sincere but hot-headed, ‘furious Jacobin’ megalomaniac — 
favoured every project that served ‘the good cause’ and had placed high hopes 
in Heine’s collaborating with him on it. Borne regarded himself and Heine as 
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‘the two premier writers of the age’. He shared with Franckh a grudge against 
the Allgemeine Zeitung, which had allowed one of its writers to attack his Letters 
from Paris in its columns. Heine sincerely admired Bérne’s Letters. He also 
shared Kolb’s view that Bérne had been ‘ignobly’ treated by the Al/gemeine 
Zeitung, which should not have maltreated a work prohibited by the German 
censorship. But La Tribune’s attack on him made Heine wary of Bérne and 
marked the beginning of the antagonism which was to lead to their savaging 
each other cruelly during Bérne’s lifetime and beyond. 

In his next article in the Allgemeine Zeitung, Heine made elegant amends to 
Le Temps. Complimenting it for saying in a hint what others would have tried to 
achieve by loud polemics, he wrote that henceforth he would refrain from 
attacking a ‘citizen-king’ by the licence of a (German) censorship which pro- 
hibited any criticism of absolutist monarchs; he only hoped that Louis-Philippe 
would prove himself to be a true ‘citizen-king’. But this was not the end of the 
affair. La Tribune, which itself kept Louis-Philippe under constant fire, had 
been confiscated. Its editor was to be tried by jury, not for the first time, on 
charges of /ése-majesté and of instigating ‘contempt for the government’. 

Daumier’s celebrated cartoon representing the King’s broad-jowled face in 
the shape of a pear served Heine to give his readers in censorship-ridden Ger- 
many an inkling of the unrestrained relish with which the French press made 
the King the butt of its ridicule. The uproarious aftermath of the affair, which 
was that Philipon, the editor of La Caricature, made the King the laughing- 
stock of Paris by printing a lithograph of the 4 drawings of ‘La Poire’ — in 
which he had shown the court how the King’s head could be gradually changed 
into a pear still faintly resembling his face, but no more than any odd man’s face 
— gave Heine the occasion to illustrate the uses and influence of public opinion. 
With Philipon facing a new trial, he showed up the futility of the King’s 
attempts to replace the abolished censorship by means of press-trials, each of 
which only served to compromise him further. 

Already in his series French Painters, Heine, interlarding his impressions of 
the 1831 salon with his political views, had used Delacroix’s painting of Liberty 
Leading the People to evoke the significance of the July Revolution as a symbol 
of ‘the indestructible spirit of man’. Delacroix struck Heine as the committed 
artist par excellence. The figure of his heroine stepping over corpses to summon 
the citizenry to the fray with a pain-racked yet defiant expression on her face — 
‘a strange mixture of Phryne, fishwife and goddess of freedom’ in her red Phry- 
gian cap and loose, bare-bosomed dress — suggested to him the wild, elementary 
‘life-force of the people’ throwing off its yoke. At the same time his represent- 
ing the ‘goddess of freedom’ as a Phryne, ‘a Venus of the streets’ of the type he 
encountered at night in the Passage des Panorames, was in line with Heine’s old 


330 


HEINE BEGINS His LIFE IN PARIS 


objection to the repression of sensual enjoyment by religion, reinforced by the 
new Saint-Simonist call for the emancipation of the flesh. 

This was a concept superimposed by Enfantin on Saint-Simon’s original 
advocacy of women’s equality, which had led to heated discussions in the 
‘Sacred College’ during Heine’s absence at Boulogne the previous summer. 
Enfantin argued resolutely that the reform of society required not only a new 
religion but a new morality, not only women’s equality but the abolition of all 
sexual interdicts, including the right — at least for ‘mobile’ men like himself — 
to multiple liaisons and ‘temporary marriages’. Bazard and others strongly 
rebelled against this ‘legitimization of adultery’. In the atmosphere of exalta- 
tion which prevailed at the secret sessions in the inner sanctum of the rue Mon- 
signy, where a dozen or so members of the ‘Sacred College’ and their families 
lived together with its two ‘popes’, Bazard’s wife at one moment sided with 
Enfantin and announced that she was divorcing her husband after 18 years of 
marriage. Things had come to a head on 25 August, when Bazard had a fit of 
apoplexy. 

Enfantin’s mother wrote to her son: ‘Are you going to proclaim yourself sole 
chief of the Saint-Simonist doctrine by taking the wife of the chief you are 
deposing, and perhaps his children too?’'' But in a sudden volte-face, Claire 
Bazard, comparing Enfantin to Satan, packed her things and left the premises. 
Michel Chevalier worked out a short-lived compromise whereby Rodrigues, the 
banker who had looked after Saint-Simon during his last years, joined Bazard 
and Enfantin as a third ‘pope’. 

In October, Bazard’s daughter and another couple were married by the self- 
appointed Saint-Simonist priests in their specially designed blue-white cos- 
tumes, not to say vestments, according to a ritual of their own devising. But an 
adamant Enfantin stuck to his theory, engendering more debates on the pater- 
nity of children resulting from ‘temporary marriages’. Normally a cool logi- 
cian, he began to ascribe a mystic role to women and finally announced that all 
problems would be solved with the advent of a new partner, a Female-Mother- 
Messiah who alone could help him to formulate the new moral law, and by 9 
November 1831 the Saint-Simonist cult had split, with Bazard, Carnot, Pierre 
Leroux and others leaving the ‘Church’. 

Heine never mentioned these strange goings-on, which had reached boiling 
point about the time he was writing French Painters, though he must have heard 
of them from Chevalier, who in December published in Le Globe a review of his 
‘Kahldorf on the Nobility’. On 22 January 1832, following the two marriages 
performed outside the Catholic Church, the refusal of the remaining Saint- 
Simonist priests to serve in the National Guard — on the grounds of clerical 
exemption — and rumours about alleged orgies in the rue Monsigny, the street 
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was cordoned off by a squadron of hussars. Enfantin, Rodrigues and several 
others were arrested and remanded. Before they were to be tried for illegal asso- 
ciation and ‘outrage to morality’, the single-minded Enfantin ruthlessly 
removed Rodrigues, Saint-Simon’s oldest disciple and heir-apparent, by pub- 
licly showing him a letter from his wife lamenting her marital unhappiness. 
Rodrigues regained his composure sufficiently to say that he was misinterpret- 
ing his wife’s letter, but left broken-hearted.’? 

On the evening of the arrest, Heine was at a public Saint-Simonist meeting 
in the rue Taitbout. He was present, as he tersely reported," when ‘the Royal 
Prosecutor’ had the hall cleared and sealed. That Heine looked askance at the 
authoritarian cult, complete with ludicrous rites, into which Enfantin had 
turned Saint-Simonism is evident from an unpublished note of his. In it he 
remarked wrily that God must have been desperate ‘to save the world’ if He had 
chosen Enfantin for the job; the result was that ‘He made Himself ridiculous — 
and all in vain!’'4 And when, after the second schism, Enfantin moved with a 
group of his faithful devotees to a hillside ‘retreat’ at Ménilmontant — there to 
await the arrival of the mystic Female-Mother-Messiah — Heine thought his 
retirement from the public scene would turn out ‘a good thing’ for the Saint- 
Simonist doctrine. 

‘It will come into wiser hands,” he wrote to Varnhagen. ‘As far as I am con- 
cerned, I am only interested in its religious ideas.’'> What Heine meant by this 
he was to explain a couple of years later in terms of Saint-Simon’s ‘Golden 
Age’ of the future — the late count’s vision of men of talent in the age of indus- 
trial progress transforming the earth into a world of plenty that would assure 
the material welfare of ‘the most numerous and poorest class’ as well. ‘Now that 
the dimensions of our planet are known’ is how Saint-Simon had started one of 
the paragraphs in his gospel. Echoing him almost to the word, Heine was to 
write: ‘We have measured the lands, weighed the forces of nature, reckoned the 
means of industry, and behold, we have found that this earth is large enough; 
that it... can nourish us all decently if we all work and do not want to live at the 
cost of another; and that we do not have to refer the larger and poorer class to 
heaven.” 

Heine took from Enfantin the notion of the emancipation of the flesh, which 
agreed with his own early-expressed pantheist and ‘sensualist’ approach to life 
and the social problem. ‘God is in our kisses,’ he had written in the 1820s in the 
poem ‘Mountain Idyll’, foreshadowing a ‘Third Testament’ that would resolve 
the conflict between body and spirit. Heine distinguished between ‘two social 
systems which influence all the manifestations of life’. One was based on the 
‘wanton presumption of the spirit’ which sought to subdue, or at least to stig- 
matize, matter. As against this social attitude — which he called ‘Spiritualism’ — 
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Heine defined ‘Sensualism’ as the attitude which ‘aims at the rehabilitation of 
matter and vindicates the rights of the senses without denying the rights of the 
spirit, and in fact without denying the supremacy of the spirit.’!? 

In The Romantic School Heine was to write: ‘We promote the well-being of 
matter, the material happiness of nations, not because we despise the spirit as 
do the materialists, but because we know that the divinity of man is manifested 
also in his visible body, and that misery’ — the self-denial imposed by repressive 
conventional religion — ‘destroys and debases the body, the image of God, and 
ultimately the spirit, too. The great motto of the Revolution, uttered by Saint- 
Just, “bread is the right of the people”, we read as “bread is the divine right of 
man”, bread in the sense of material well-being and the right to enjoy the plea- 
sures of life.'® 

This facet of his new creed had made Heine, in French Painters, describe 
Leopold Robert’s Reapers — showing happy young Italian countrywomen gath- 
ering up a bountiful harvest while a hefty young labourer jubilantly brandishes 
his scythe to the sky — as ‘an apotheosis of life’. The Jabourer’s gesture and the 
serenity of the whole scene made him exclaim: “Heaven is on earth and men 
carry a divine spark in themselves”, that is the great revelation luminously con- 
veyed by this painting.’ The Paris public, he added, responded more favourably 
‘to this painted gospel than to St Luke’s’, and he noted other signs indicating 
that Catholicism had lost its hold on French life and art. 

From this it was but a short step to his declaring on 10 February — in the 
third of his political articles for the Allgemeine Zeitung — that ‘a new art, a new 
religion, a new life’ were being created in Paris. ‘Mighty deeds are dawning, and 
unknown gods are about to reveal themselves.’ 


The ‘new religion’ was only in the making, but some of its green ideas visibly 
influenced Heine’s treatment of politics and the social question in the articles 
he wrote for the Allgemeine Zeitung. Altogether 8, some of them longish essays 
printed in instalments, appeared in the paper between January and July 1832. 
Then the series was discontinued upon Metternich’s intervention. Covering so 
short a time-span, these articles — better known as ‘Conditions in France’ 
(Französische Zustände), the title under which (along with an additional piece 
that did not appear in the paper) they were to appear in book form — hardly 
offered Heine sufficient scope to encompass ‘the whole universal context’ of 
events in France. Nevertheless, before he was interrupted in mid-process he 
managed to discern and highlight the main issues which were to agitate the 
‘bourgeois’ monarchy for the next 16 years until its fall. 

Paris was ‘the capital not only of France, but of the civilized world.’ Yet, 
when he looked out from this European ‘summit’ he could see that Warsaw had 
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fallen, Poland had become a Russian province, and every other patriotic upris- 
ing in the wake of the July Revolution — in Italy, Belgium and Spain — had been 
suppressed by the reactionary countries of the Holy Alliance. In France itself, 
Louis-Philippe appeared to be seeking to attain ‘quasi-legitimacy by means of 
alliances with the absolutist princes’. In January, besides a number of press 
trials, members of the Republican Amis du peuple were seized on charges of 
alleged ‘conspiracy to overthrow the government’; only a few months later a 
serious revolutionary flare-up was put down by force of arms. Paris was to be 
placed under martial law, seemingly confirming Heine’s initial suspicion that 
the jovial-looking ‘bourgeois’ king might carry ‘the most absolute sceptre 
hidden in his umbrella’. 

Besides mining the Paris press for information, Heine — to get to the root of 
‘the great dispute causing bloody and bitter strife in France’ — attended some 
of the heated debates in the Chamber of Deputies as well as public party meet- 
ings. The King’s Orléanist supporters claimed that Louis-Philippe’s assump- 
tion of the throne in July 1830 had ‘saved the peace’, for if a republic had been 
declared, Europe’s monarchs would certainly have invaded France to stamp out 
any regime headed by some common roturier. To the Bourbon Legitimists, 
however, the King remained a usurper. The Bonapartists clung to the glories of 
the empire and loved the dead Napoleon more than the living but drab King; 
and he faced the fiercest opposition from the Republicans who — as Heine wrote 
in his third article (and elaborated in the ninth) — not only held that ‘peace 
without freedom’ was worthless but said more or less openly that the King 
deserved a traitor’s death for destroying ‘the holy liberties obtained by their 
fathers in the French Revolution.’ 

On the evening of 1 February, Heine went to hear Auguste Blanqui address 
a meeting of the Amis du peuple in a hall packed with 1,500 people. He was 
impressed by Blanqui’s sincerity and fiery rethoric, but the righteous wrath with 
which Blanqui infected the grim-faced audience gave him the feeling of being 
transported back to the ‘bloody’ 1793 phase of the French Revolution. ‘Robe- 
spierre’s last speech of the eighth Thermidor is their gospel,’ he wrote of these 
radical Republicans. He was appalled by their ‘guillotinomania’. They seemed 
to be hankering for the days of the Terror, forgetting that this had been insti- 
tuted by their fathers to save /a patrie from extreme danger. They forgot, too, 
that times had since changed to the point where the sons could now publicly say 
things for which — he could not help remarking — ‘in North Germany they 
would be remanded for life.’ 

Later the same night, Heine drove to a soirée held by the Legitimists or 
Carlists — the followers of the deposed Charles X, of the elder Bourbon line — in 
the Faubourg Saint-Germain, only to find that the elegant company there too 
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were ‘plagiarizing’ the past, and dreaming of reinstituting the good old days of 
the ancien régime. 

At this time Heine shared Blanqui’s anger at the bourgeoisie for having 
installed a ‘grocer-king’. As one who felt called to ‘decipher the ultimate reason 
of all phenomena’, he meant to discuss the relative merits of republics and 
monarchies. The cholera which struck Paris in the last week of March forced 
him to abandon the subject. But he regarded the radical Amis du peuple as out- 
right ‘retrograde’ in their fixation on the past, instead of concentrating on the 
chances of improving the lot of the masses presented by the ‘development of 
industry and economics’. Unlike the Saint-Simonists, they seemed to ‘under- 
stand only the externals of the revolution and not its deeper problems. These 
concern neither forms [of government] nor persons, neither the introduction of 
a republic nor the limitation of the monarchy; the real problem is the well-being 
of the people as a whole.’ 

Heine was writing in veiled terms to a Saint-Simonist sympathizer in 
Germany, Heinrich Laube — the editor of Leipzig’s ‘Journal for the Elegant 
World’ (Zeitung für die Elegante Welt) — who was indeed soon to be prosecuted 
and imprisoned. He went on to say that religion had hitherto consoled the 
majority of mankind for ‘living in misery, but now the development of industry 
and economics’ promised to put an end to this state and ‘opens the possibility of 
happiness for all in this world... You know what I mean. The people will under- 
stand us when we tell them that they can eat beef instead of potatoes, that they 
can work less and dance more. Believe me, humans are not asses. "9 

It was only in The Romantic School that Heine was to make public his faith in 
Saint-Simonism and to define it as a ‘passionate belief in progress’. But already 
in the spring of 1832, he was privately saluting the Varnhagens in Berlin with 
Saint-Simon’s reputed last words on his deathbed: ‘The future belongs to us!’ 
Until the police measures against Enfantin and his faithfuls, the French press 
had treated the goings-on in the ‘Sacred College’ as a joke. But during the 
search of its premises in the rue Monsigny the police had raided the offices of 
Le Globe and confiscated three cartfuls of its archives and account books. This 
had caused a practically unanimous outcry in the Paris papers, giving rise to 
suspicions that the whole raid had been staged less against Saint-Simonism — 
which was bad enough, since suppressing a ‘doctrine’ recalled the practices of 
the ancien régime — than against the influence which Le Globe, under the editor- 
ship of Chevalier, had achieved by its high standard among intellectuals both in 
France and abroad. Through it, indeed, Saint-Simonism had found adherents 
in Italy, Germany, Sweden, the United States and even Brazil. ‘All winter these 
[Saint-Simonist] writings, the Globe especially, have been my nourishment,’ 
Rahel von Varnhagen wrote to Heine in 1832. Saint-Simonism was ‘the new 
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instrument, the great discovery which at last touches the old, great wound, the 
history of mankind on earth. This instrument is working, and sows its seed. It 
has brought to life indisputable truths.’ She summed up its message in one sen- 
tence: ‘Freedom for the development of human talent.’*° 

The scope offered to talents in the planned Saint-Simonist society of the 
future — which for all its elitist character would abolish the aristocracy and ‘the 
exploitation of man by man’ and promised the betterment of all social classes, 
including the lowest — was what divided Heine from the ‘virtuous Republicans’. 
Addressing them directly in a piece published in France before it was to appear 
in German, he specified their different viewpoints: 


We do not want to be sans-culottes, frugal burghers, cheap presi- 
dents; we are founding a democracy of gods who shall be equal in 
splendour, equally holy, equally happy. You demand simple dress, 
abstemious habits... We demand nectar and ambrosia, purple cloaks, 
sumptuous aromas, voluptuousness and luxury, laughing nymph- 
dance... To your censorious reproaches we reply in the words of one 
of Shakespeare’s clowns: ‘Dost thou think, because thou art virtu- 


ous, there shall be no more cakes and ale?”?! 


In May 1832 Bascans, the editor of La Tribune, appeared on trial on a variety of 
charges, including that of having reprinted Heine’s sharp criticism of Louis- 
Philippe in his first article in the Al/gemeine Zeitung. Uneasy at the thought of 
having his name dragged through the courts, Heine was pleased when the jury 
acquitted Bascans, ruling that foreign correspondents could express themselves 
freely on conditions in France, and French newspapers were free to reproduce 
their reports.”* His relief, however, did not last long; for even as the defence 
attorney for the Republican paper — although not mentioning Heine by name — 
had called him ‘an Austrian-Russian-Prussian agent, and an enemy of France’, 
Metternich in Vienna had had enough of Heine’s reports on conditions in 
France. 

In the third of these articles on 1 March, Heine made an allusion to Casimir 
Périer’s powerful physique and his role as the personification of the juste-milieu 
in describing the Prime Minister as ‘the Atlas who holds the Stock Exchange, 
the House of Orléans and the whole edifice of Europe’s states on his shoulders.’ 
Périer’s early career as an opponent of feudalism and the aristocracy reminded 
Heine of ‘George Canning, the greatest Minister who ever ruled England’. But 
there the similarity between the two men had ended. Whereas Canning, born in 
poverty and dependent on the favour of the Tories, had shaken them off and to 
the horror of his masters had emerged as ‘a Spartacus of Downing Street to 
proclaim the civic and religious freedom of all peoples, thereby winning for 
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England all liberal hearts’, the well-born Périer had become ‘petty-minded and 
grocer-like’. Not only that, but the juste-milieu, Heine suggested in his fifth 
article on 25 March — shortly before Périer succumbed to cholera — had reduced 
France to a lower state than at the time of Mesdames Pompadour and Dubarry: 
‘One sees now,’ he wrote, ‘that there is something worse than the rule of mis- 
tresses. There is more honour to be found in the boudoir of a Jady of easy virtue 
than in the counting-house of a banker.’ Noting that there had been more 
gaiety and balls than ever in Paris that winter, he went on to say that ‘the sup- 
porters of the government, officials, bankers, landed proprietors and bou- 
tiquiers’, had turned the Stock Exchange into a ‘barometer of the people’s 
happiness’. Covering up for the general dissatisfaction, they kept ‘dancing å la 
hausse’ to give an impression of peace, order and stability and to keep share 
prices going up. 

The last instalment of this article had hardly appeared in the Allgemeine 
Zeitung in April when Gentz, at Metternich’s behest, sent Cotta an angry letter: 


Now the cup is full. For a long time the cry has been, ‘Away with the 
clergy and the nobility, they have had their day, requiescant in pace.’ 
But when men like Périer and his supporters, that is to say, officials, 
bankers, landed proprietors and boutiquiers are attacked in more 
violent terms than the previous regime of princes, counts and 


barons, one may well ask, ‘Who, then, is to govern the nations?” 


To Gentz, the veteran trainbearer of arch-conservative absolutism, Périer and 
the ‘citizen-king’ were now the guardians of ‘order and peace’ against subver- 
sive liberalism. He added that he personally respected, even ‘loved’, Heine as a 
poet, but it passed his understanding how Cotta could print the scandalous arti- 
cles of this ‘adventurer’ in his highly respected paper.73 

Cotta replied evasively, but continued to publish Heine’s articles. Before the 
end of March, he had actually thanked Heine for the ‘life and freshness’ his 
articles brought to the Allgemeine Zeitung. He had indeed every reason to be 
satisfied, for in terms of circulation, too — as Kolb had observed before leaving 
Paris on 12 February — Heine’s articles were ‘certainly profitable’ to the paper. 
All, incidentally, appeared unsigned; in order to protect controversial authors 
against censorship reprisals, the paper identified their contributions by an 
asterisk, cross, circle or some other mark printed next to the dateline. Heine had 
chosen a six-pointed star for his personal cipher. What bothered him most was 
his having to ‘pre-censor everything in my own head’ while writing it. He fre- 
quently voiced complaints that he was being watched by Prussian and Austrian 
spies — complaints which were long ascribed to his being paranoid, but as 
Sammons has noted, ‘we know today that they were well founded.’*+ 
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Worse, once Heine had written about the ‘guillotinomania characterizing the 
Republicans’, the German ‘Jacobins’ in Paris and an indignant Borne treated 
him practically as a traitor to the liberal cause. The scattered ‘little revolutions’ 
which had been suppressed in Germany kept the Paris émigrés in a fever. 
‘Never a day passed’, the writer Gutzkow was to note, ‘without a manifesto to 
dethrone this or that prince... Heine was much embarrassed by the countless 
requests which were made to him as the poet of liberty.” When he finally 
refused to sign any further proclamations, the rumour spread that he was a 
hireling. One day he found a dagger wrapped in a Republican leaflet in his post. 
And now, to cap it all, Gentz in his letter had lumped him together with 
‘Wirth... and the rest of the revolutionary coterie’. 

Johann Wirth was a militant Hamburg newspaper publisher who, forced to 
flee to Bavaria, had launched a mushrooming movement for ‘a democratic 
German Reich’ and a free press. Political meetings being prohibited, he set up a 
dozen or so ‘Press and Fatherland Societies’ and staged banquets at which lib- 
ertarian speeches mixed with patriotic rhetoric were delivered. The societies 
were soon forbidden, but news of Wirth’s ‘democratic’ struggle caused a frenzy 
among the 7,000 or so German émigrés in Paris. The majority were humble 
tailors, shoemakers, carpenters and other artisans or apprentices, but a small 
number of political refugees, and no one more than Borne — who sometimes 
treated gatherings of up to ‘six hundred journeymen tailors’ on Montmartre to 
fiery republican speeches — made it their job to educate them politically. 

Gentz’s suspicion that Heine was in league with Wirth was unfounded. Con- 
trary to a tendentious report planted in Le National stating that ‘Borne and Heine 
have made common cause with Dr Wirth,’ Heine did not react when the latter 
invited both of them to come and join him ‘in the liberation of Germany’. He was 
in fact as surprised as Gentz himself when Dr Wirth, after a short term in jail, 
managed on 27 May to stage the greatest political demonstration in Germany 
between then and the 1848 revolutions: the ‘Hambacher Fest’, or Festival, in 
Bavaria. Borne, always expecting revolution ‘any day, any hour’, had of course left 
for Hambach Castle in time to see the spectacle of 25,000, some say 30,000, Ger- 
mans of every political denomination, radical Republicans, liberal monarchists, 
democrats and Teutomaniacs — including student delegations from several uni- 
versities as well as some professors — holding a rally in favour of ‘German popular 
sovereignty’ and a ‘federated, republican Europe’. Between lighting bonfires and 
joining in patriotic songs, they heard and cheered Wirth and other speakers 
denouncing the Austrian and Prussian monarchs as ‘traitors to humanity’. 

Remarkably, too, the rally sent “brotherly greetings to the enslaved peoples’ 
of Poland, Hungary, Italy and Spain. ‘I rubbed my eyes’, Heine was to write, 
‘and asked myself, “Am I dreaming?... Is it possible that Dr Wirth really exists, 
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this brave knight-errant of liberty?””? On 1 March he had written to Cotta: 
‘Sooner or later the revolution will begin in Germany, the idea is already there.’ 
But he did not believe that it was imminent, nor had he taken Wirth’s ‘Press 
and Fatherland’ banquets or his chances of ‘liberating Germany’ seriously. 
Indeed, the Hambacher Fest proceeded with great feeling, but ended in chaos, 
the various opposition leaders being unable to agree on aims and means. Some 
insisted on an immediate armed revolt; others proposed first to try democratic 
persuasion; and whereas some raised the question whether the assembly was at 
all ‘competent? (sic!) to launch an insurrection, the more chauvinist element 
made a federated Europe dependent on France’s first returning Alsace and 
Lorraine to Germany and ventilated expansionist plans in the direction of the 
Balkans.”? None had a party organization or any political experience. 

Field Marshal Wrede with nearly 9,000 troops — half the Bavarian army — 
marched in to ‘pacify the area’ and prevent further ‘conspiracies’. By 18 June, 
Wirth and his chief associates had been arrested. “There was a new wave of per- 
secution in Prussia, Hesse and even in easy-going Bavaria... Hundreds of 
people were sentenced to death, and although they were reprieved from execu- 
tion their spirits were broken woe 

On g June, Cotta had published the last instalment of Heine’s eighth article in 
the Allgemeine Zeitung. Gentz died that day, and it is not known to what extent 
the publisher’s decision, a week later, not to print Heine’s ninth article was infl- 
uenced by Metternich’s hint — conveyed through Gentz — that Heine was dis- 
turbing the forces of ‘order and peace’ in Europe, or whether the series on 
conditions in France was discontinued with Heine’s agreement in view of more 
rigorous censorship instituted after the Hambach Festival. The Allgemeine 
Zeitung was to continue to print his Tagesberichte (‘Daily Reports’) until 
mid-September, but he sensed that he might soon have his mouth shut alto- 
gether; and continually harassed as he was by the radical émigrés in Paris while 
being defamed by ‘the clerical and aristocratic party in Germany as an extremist 
and enragê 79 he felt caught in the crossfire, even as he had become part of the 
seething ‘maelstrom of events’ which was Paris, and of its glittering social life. 

It was in all probability at General La Fayette’s mansion in the rue d’Anjou- 
Saint-Honoré that Heine first met with that cross-section of French society that 
later in 1832 made him declare that in Paris he was ‘witnessing world history in 
the making, and consorting amicably with its greatest heroes.’3° Heine left no 
social diary, and not every one of his moves has been documented. But at Bou- 
logne-sur-Mer he made the acquaintance of Camille Odilon-Barrot, one of La 
Fayette’s trusted aides, who after escorting the deposed Charles X to Cherbourg 
had declined Louis-Philippe’s offer of the premiership, preferring the role of 
leader of the opposition.3" Heine also knew Baron Ferdinand d’Eckstein, the 
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Inspecteur-Général of the Paris Police Ministry, who wrote articles on the side 
for the Allgemeine Zeitung.” Either Odilon-Barrot or d’Eckstein, or someone 
Heine met at the house of James de Rothschild, may have introduced him to La 
Fayette’s receptions. 

The residence of this venerable symbol of the American and French Revolu- 
tions — the ‘hero of two worlds’, as Heine called him, when not referring to his 
new role as ‘Napoleon of the petite bourgeoisie’ — was the most likely place for 
him to have encountered ‘old musketeers who had danced with Marie Antoin- 
ette’, ex-members of the Directoire, ‘high dignitaries of the Empire before whom 
all Europe had trembled’, as well as some of the rising politicians of the day, with 
whom he soon had more distinctly documented contacts: men like the comte de 
Salvandy, Adolphe Thiers, François Guizot and Charles-Marie Duchatel — all of 
whom were to hold office under Louis-Philippe — or the marquis Edouard de 
Lagrange, a diplomat and writer. Thiers, the future Prime Minister, was Hetne’s 
age, 35; Odilon-Barrot and Guizot were in their early forties; the three others 
mentioned were a year or two older or younger than Heine. He struck them 
exactly as Le Globe had described him — a man of progressive modern ideas — and 
not only because he liked to dress in the latest fashion. 

Starting in June 1832, Francois Buloz, the editor of Revue des Deux Mondes 
and a formidable literary arbiter, began to print French translations of Heine’s 
works. Sections of The Harz Journey, the English Fragments, The Book of 
LeGrand and The Baths of Lucca were appearing every other month in this 
highly respected periodical, and in November Le Temps followed suit with 
Heine’s reflections on the battlefield of Marengo. What with these publications 
and the preparation by marquis de Lagrange of a translation of his North Sea 
UI, Heine’s renommé in France was established. 

Victor Bohain, the wooden-legged ex-millionaire and former director of Le 
Figaro, invited him to collaborate on the newly founded L'Europe Littéraire — 
dedicated to the best of French and world literature and to be produced on 
expensive vellum — and introduced him, over champagne and the delights of 
French cooking, to a whole galaxy of front-rank writers who were to contribute 
to the new publication. A high-living and expansive character, Bohain turned 
the regular dinners of L’Europe Littéraire into what one of those invited in 1833 
~ Hans Christian Andersen — described as ‘a kind of Atheneum for the beautiful 
people of Paris.’ Heine was not exaggerating when, within three years of his 
arrival in France, he wrote to his brother Maximilian that he was ‘practically 
crushed by the extraordinary honours lavished’ on him.33 


At the beginning of 1833, Campe in Hamburg published the German book ver- 
sion of ‘Conditions in France’. It contained the ninth article which the Allge- 
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meine Zeitung had not printed. In it, taking up the burning question of 
republics versus monarchies, Heine professed his unmitigated admiration of 
the heroes of the French Revolution and their struggle for the first Republic. 
And yet, he wrote, he would not like to live under the rule of such lofty minds: 


I could not stand being guillotined every day, and nobody was able to 
stand it, and the French Republic could only win victories and, in 
winning them, bleed to death. It is not inconsistent of me to love this 
Republic without in the least desiring to see this form of government 
reestablished in France — and even less a German version of it. 


One could even wish, without being inconsistent, ‘that France should again be a 
republic but that Germany should remain a monarchy.’ For the French had the 
characteristics of a nation tending towards republicanism, characteristics which 
he summed up as follows: ‘Republicans believe in no authority, and respect only 
laws; they constantly call the upholders of the laws to account, mistrusting 
them even as they control them; they do not respect individuals, and whenever 
their representatives rise above the common level of the people, they seek to 
keep them down by opposition, suspicion, mockery and persecution.’3+ By con- 
trast, the Germans — who still believed ‘in individuals, authority, the police, 
and, above all, in parchment titles’ — were by nature royalists.35 

No wonder that Heine, for all his protestations that he was not inconsistent, 
aroused the anger of the Borne group in Paris and suspicion among some of the 
liberals in Germany. The controversy about his ambivalence has flared up over 
the years again and again until late into the zoth century. He was indeed full of 
ostensible contradictions. He seemed to agree with Blanqui and the extreme 
Republicans of the Amis du Peuple that the French Revolution had not com- 
pleted its agenda — ‘so long as the Revolution is not finished’, he wrote, ‘the 
malaise of the state remains incurable’° — and he continued to hack away at the 
aristocracy and the clergy. Yet practically at the same time he declared in ‘Con- 
ditions in France’: ‘A monarchist by inclination, I have become more so in this 
country by conviction.’ Not all his contradictions, however, were what they 
seemed to be. Heine called the Germans royalists by nature, yet as early as I 
March 1832 he had predicted that revolution would break out in Germany 
‘sooner or later’. The accent here was on ‘later’, for Heine knew that Germany 
was a ‘land of thoroughness’. 

In the ninth article of ‘Conditions in France’ he elaborated on this: ‘I do not 
believe in a coming German revolution, and still less in a German republic; the 
latter I will certainly not see in my lifetime.’ But he was ‘convinced that long 
after we have all rotted in our graves they will still be fighting for the republic in 
Germany, fighting both with words and with swords.’ For the Germans had 
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‘never abandoned an idea without fighting for it to the bitter end’, no matter 
how long it might take. In a tribute to the misplaced courage of the organizers 
of the Hambach Festival he observed: ‘Thoughts are free, they glide through 
the air like birds’ and might nest quietly for half a century in Germany’s oak 
trees. ‘But what is half a century or even a whole century? The people have time 
enough ahead of them, they are eternal; only kings are mortal.’37 

Heine’s was not the ordinary journalist’s perception of events. Whereas his 
presentation of them was kaleidoscopic in its range and shifting of subjects, 
digressions and metaphors, his perception of political developments was tele- 
scopic since, like a star-gazer, he was more preoccupied with an attempt to 
descry their direction, not to say trajectory, than with their immediate effect. 
He was engaged in this at a time of utter disorientation in Germany, where 
Metternich, in June 1832, had pushed through the Bundestag Decrees pro- 
hibiting all public meetings and empowering the Bundestag to annul the laws of 
the various member-states of the German Confederation. The hopeless situa- 
tion there after the Hambach Festival has been described by Golo Mann: ‘The 
Radicals were taken seriously enough to be feared’, but they either languished 
in prisons or met as ‘refugees in foreign capitals... Those who thought about 
these things at all — always a mere minority — did not doubt that there would 
have to be a change, that the monarchical, bureaucratic, military system was no 
longer in keeping with the spirit of the age. But who would bring about a 
change, how and when and what form it would take, nobody really knew.’38 

This was exactly Heine’s predicament in 1832. Revolutions, he observed in 
‘Conditions in France’, occurred when a people’s outmoded institutions no 
longer suited its needs and state of mind. But, immune as he was to the ‘foolish 
illusions’ of the German refugees in Paris, he found his pessimistic prognosis 
confirmed during an August holiday at Le Havre, when the sight of German 
emigrants about to embark for Algeria, made him exclaim: ‘Devil take it! The 
tenth part of what these people have tolerated would in France have provoked 
thirty-six revolutions and cost thirty-six kings their crowns with their heads into 
the bargain!’ Heine was neither a political scientist nor a rabble-rousing people’s 
tribune. “The tribune whose purpose it is to bring about a political revolution’, 
he wrote in his ninth article, ‘must not go too far ahead of the masses.’ The 
writer was another matter. He looked at the world from a perspective entirely his 
own:39 ‘The writer who wants to further social revolution may anticipate his age 
by a hundred years.’ And that is exactly what Heine did. Besides conjuring up 
the liveliness and drama of French politics, his book portrayed the leading 
parties and personalities involved and contrasted the beginning domination of 
French life by the banks and the Bourse with the worsening plight of the lower 
classes. As one of his most eminent biographers would acknowledge towards the 
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end of the 2oth century, ‘Heine could see the great social issue of the next 
hundred years in embryo, and he knew that this was what he saw.’4° 


The German publication of ‘Conditions in France’ involved Heine in a triple 
storm. His newspaper articles had been couched in a fairly moderate tone. But 
for the book version — in reaction to the Bundestag Decrees and the suppression 
of all liberal hopes in Germany — he had written a Preface attacking its sover- 
eigns in language no one had dared to use before him. He accused them of 
nothing less than ‘high treason against the German nation’ and of insulting the 
intelligence of a people that had ‘produced gunpowder, the art of printing and 
the Critique of Pure Reason’ and ‘imagining that we are more stupid than you are 
yourselves.” Heine especially castigated ‘hypocritical Prussia, this Tartuffe 
among the’states’, for basely misusing its philosophers and theologians to 
impress ‘the common people’ with the virtues of its absolutist regime. ‘Hegel 
had to justify the existing slavery as [the embodiment of] reason,’ he wrote 
angrily in the Preface. 

Hegel had died of cholera in Berlin in 1831, mourned by its intellectual 
world as second to none but Aristotle and even as a second Christ. His thesis 
that ‘everything actual is rational’ ostensibly justified conservatism. The revo- 
lutionary antithesis that the future might turn the rational into actuality had yet 
to be read into Hegel’s dialectic. 

Hegel’s assertion that society, ‘the State’, was the realization of absolute 
reason and the only framework assuring individual freedom through the rule of 
law, served Berlin’s state-appointed professors well. Since Hegel also held that 
the state itself was nothing but the consummation of Divine Providence, or ‘the 
finger of God in history’, working to achieve its ends through reason, they were 
able to present the King — who was the divinely appointed bearer of that reason 
in ‘the state’ — as being the subjectified expression of the people’s sovereignty. 
Thus they could glorify the individual’s total subservience to Prussia and its 
feudal monarch not only as a high ideal but as the most advanced philosophy. 

The religious side of Hegel’s philosophy had yet to be attacked by his 
so-called ‘Young Hegelian’ disciples when Heine wrote his Preface to ‘Condi- 
tions in France’. Shortly afterwards he was to point out that when Hegel spoke 
of ‘the state’, he had in mind the perfect state. In the Preface he cited Schleier- 
macher, Moritz Arndt and the historian Ranke among other great minds who 
had been forced ‘to betray God, reason’ and their conscience and to justify the 
Bundestag Decrees in order to keep their posts or stipends. He promised the 
rulers of the Holy Alliance that he would continue to fight them, as he had in 
his newspaper articles, by way of helping to form an enlightened public opinion 
until ‘a holy alliance of nations’ that would put an end to the war-mongering of 
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the ruling class and devote the moneys spent on armies and horses to the 
achievement of ‘peace, prosperity and liberty’ for all. For the book version of 
the articles he had chosen the motto: ‘Vive la France, quand-même’. He con- 
cluded his fulminating Preface with a warning to the German kings and princes 
not to be so sure that their ‘servile’ giant clown of a people might not one day, 
“from an excess of humour, crack in your skulls with his little finger so that your 
brains splash up to the stars.’ + 

The German censors not only mutilated the Preface but rewrote and tra- 
duced it into an opposite sense. ‘I have been made to appear in the eyes of the 
whole of Germany as a sorry flatterer of the King of Prussia,’ Heine thundered 
at Campe, insisting that ‘just because the cause of liberalism is at its lowest ebb 
the Preface must be published forthwith in its entirety’ in spite of the risk that 
he might be barred from Germany for life.4? 

Shortly afterwards, Ludwig Borne, scandalized by Heine’s confession that 
he was a monarchist, took a blast at ‘Conditions in France’. Heine had indeed 
revised his view of King Louis-Philippe. As he became more familiar with the 
French scene, he had developed a certain sympathy for the clumsy attempts of 
the handshaking and much-ridiculed ‘bourgeois’ king to make himself popular. 
Although expressly rejecting the ‘system’ of the juste-milien, Heine had written 
that Louis-Philippe deserved at least a chance to prove himself as a ‘true bour- 
geois’ king. Borne, however, felt that Heine was engaging in Jesuitic casuistry 
and had hurt the liberal cause. 

The July Revolution, which had brought the two foremost critics of abso- 
lutism together in Paris, thus also drove them apart. ‘Poor Heine’, Borne wrote 
on 25 February 1833 in a new volume of his ‘Letters from Paris’, was now 
fearing ‘blows from both aristocrats and democrats, To avoid them he must try 
to go forwards and backwards at the same time.”43 

To add a tragic irony to Borne’s break with Heine, King Friedrich Wilhelm 
III of Prussia had in January instructed his Ministers to take measures against 
the works of both of them. ‘Conditions in France’ was indeed promptly banned 
in Prussia. Heine, keen to refute the charges of the Radicals that he had sold out 
to the enemies of liberalism, engaged in long arguments with Campe about how 
and where to have the Preface printed as a pamphlet. He also wrote a ‘Preface to 
the Preface’, but all he managed for the time being was to have a brief repudia- 
tion of the fake ‘servile’ Preface — the only one that had appeared — inserted in 
the Allgemeine Zeitung. He was angry with himself and the world for having to 
spend energy on these ‘trifles, for in less time than this Preface is costing me I 
wrote half a book.’ 

The book he referred to, serialized that spring in Bohain’s L'Europe Litté- 
raire, was to open the two volumes to be published in Paris under the title De 
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PAllemagne; the original German was later issued as The Romantic School and 
‘On the History of Religion and Philosophy in Germany’ (Zur Geschichte der 
Religion und Philosophie in Deutschland). True to his promise that he would 
enlighten public opinion on the evils of nationalism, Heine had resolved to help 
the French penetrate that mystery of the German mind which made it possible 
for the advanced philosophies of Kant and Hegel and the works of Goethe and 
Schiller to co-exist with superstition, religious bigotry, latent Teutomaniac ten- 
dencies and the worst possible political reaction. Madame de Staél’s famous De 
PAllemagne had planted in the minds of most French intellectuals an image of 
Germany as a progressive nation of thinkers and poets, and Heine’s very choice 
of the same title indicated that he meant to debunk that notion. The purpose of 
his undertaking and the importance he attached to it are evident from a letter he 
wrote to Merckel in Hamburg at the beginning of April 1833: 


It is perhaps my pacific mission to bring about a rapprochement 
between peoples, which is what the aristocrats fear most. With the 
destruction of national prejudices, with the annihilation of patriotic 
narrow-mindedness, they will lose their best accessories for oppres- 
sion. I am cosmopolitanism incarnate. I know that this will in the end 
become the general trend of opinion in Europe; therefore I am con- 
vinced that the future is on my side rather than with our Teutomani- 
acs, these mortal people who belong to the past. 


When the full De l'Allemagne, bearing the respected imprint of Renduel, 
appeared in Paris in 1835, Borne returned to the attack on Heine and damned it 
in a review in Le Réformateur. The beginning of the rupture between them, 
however, coincided with the serialization of sections of the work in L’Europe 
Littéraire and later in Revue des Deux Mondes. Heine’s name now appeared 
among those of France’s foremost writers. But neither he nor Borne could take 
their eyes off Germany. There, on 3 April 1833, 50 or so republican students in 
Frankfurt stormed the chief constabulary post in the mistaken hope that this 
would become the signal for a popular uprising. The amateurish affair led to the 
arrest of nearly 2,000 people. Represented as a putsch, it gave Metternich the 
opportunity to form a ‘Central Commission’ for preventing ‘conspiracies’ 
throughout the German states. Prussia, Bavaria and several others joined 
Austria in additional repressive measures, compared to which the erstwhile 
Karlsbad Decrees seemed mild. 

Borne’s agitation for instant revolution was belied, and Heine felt once more 
confirmed in his views. He refrained from reacting publicly to Bérne’s attacks 
on him either in 1833 or in 1835, but the hurt went deep. For the gravamen of 
Börne’s condemnation of him was serious and twofold: Heine, he judged, had 
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‘talent’ but lacked ‘character’ and moral fibre; and as a consequence, he tended 
to sacrifice truth to ‘beauty’, or to accept the truth only when it was artistically 
beautiful. 

It was characteristic of Bérne to have frowned upon Heine in 1831 for taking 
time off from the struggle for liberty in order to visit an exhibition of paintings 
at the Louvre. Similar charges of putting artistic detachment before moral, 
public or even ‘patriotic’ considerations had previously been launched against 
Goethe. Although Bérne had joined in the chorus against Goethe, it must be 
said in fairness to him that he was a keen art-lover himself. In his single-minded 
political zeal, however, he held then, and even more strongly as his health 
declined in Paris, that art was a distraction which must be sacrificed to the 
urgency of the political revolution. Heine, on the other hand, interrupted his 
work on De /’Allemagne to supplement his earlier French Painters with a report 
on the 1833 salon at the Louvre to be published at the end of that year. 

When he finally decided, in 1839, two years after Bérne’s death, to settle 
accounts with him in his devastating Ludwig Borne. A Memorial, he answered the 
charge that he was less concerned with truth than with beauty and artistic effect 
by affirming that the artist’s sovereign detachment implied neither coldness nor 
lack of truth. Rather, he compared Borne to a ‘child who, without perceiving the 
meaning glowing from a Greek statue, touches the marble form and complains 
that it is cold.’ But the connection between art, truth, and politics was not the 
only issue between him and Borne in the dispiriting aftermath of the great 
Hambach demonstration. Heine could not but support the Hambach demands 
for the unification of the splintered Germany of his day. But, for one thing, his 
instincts told him that if ever the common goal of a united Germany was 
achieved, the rabid nationalists who at Hambach paid lip-service to a cosmopoli- 
tan ‘federated Europe’ but insisted on the return of Alsace would resort to folksy 
‘Fatherland’ slogans to mesmerize the Germans and prevail over the ‘democrats’. 

For another thing, Heine had come to realize the revolutionary potential 
hidden in German philosophy. He expected the worst from it, and this lent a 
far-reaching dimension to his dispute with Bérne, which was on the fundamen- 
tal question of political or social revolution. Borne’s Robespierrist turn of mind 
was immutably fixed on the former. In 1833, the year of their rupture, the 
French edition of Heine’s The Romantic School appeared in Paris. He was 
writing his study ‘On the History of Religion and Philosophy in Germany’. In 
this complementary part of De /’Allemagne — published in France in 1834 
(though in Germany the two were to appear in reverse order) — Heine prophe- 
sied that in a united Germany the explosive potential of German philosophy, in 
nefarious combination with surviving Nordic myths and primeval folk beliefs, 
would unleash a violent Teuton rage surpassing anything seen in the world. 
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Heine’s assessment that German philosophy was not a local but a world- 
historical ‘affair, affecting the whole human race’, and the language in which he 
conveyed that message to the French in his book, have lent the concluding 
pages of ‘Religion and Philosophy in Germany’ particular resonance. After 
noting that Christianity, to its credit, had to some extent attenuated ‘the brutal 
Germanic joy in battle,’+* but had not eradicated it, he warned the French: 


When, one day, that taming talisman, the Cross, is broken, the sav- 
agery of the old warriors will break forth anew, the frenzied berserk 
wrath of which the Nordic poets speak so much in song and saga. 
That talisman has become rotten and brittle, and the day will come 
when it will pitifully break in pieces. Then the old stone gods will 
arise from the rubble of the past, and rub the dust of a thousand 
years from their eyes, and Thor will at last leap forth with his giant 
hammer, to shatter the Gothic cathedrals. Neighbours! Frenchmen! 
When you hear the rumble and the rattle of arms, take good care not 
to interfere with those affairs which we are settling amongst our- 
selves... Take care neither to fan the fire, nor to quench it. You may 


easily burn your fingers in the flames. 


The German revolution, Heine told the French, would not be milder and gentler 
because it was preceded by the Kantian critique. On the contrary, Kant having 
killed God, Kantian disciples ‘will emerge who will not act with piety in the 
world of phenomena either, and will pitilessly devastate the soil of our Euro- 
pean life with sword and axe, in order to eradicate the last roots of the past.’ 
Asking the French not to ‘sneer at the phantasms of a visionary who foretells 
the same revolution in the actual world of phenomena which has been accom- 
plished in the world of thought’, Heine went on: 


Thought precedes the deed as lightning the thunder. German 
thunder, of course, is German by nature and not very agile, it comes 
rolling along rather slowly: but it will come, and when you hear a 
crashing such as has never been heard in the history of the world, 
then you will know that the German thunder has at last reached its 
objective. The eagles will fall from the air at the sound, and the lions 
in the most distant desert of Africa will nip their tails between their 
legs and seek refuge in their royal dens. A spectacle will be presented 
in Germany compared with which the French Revolution might 
appear as a harmless idyll. 


Against this prospect of a world-shattering German ‘revolution’ of apocalyptic 
proportions, Heine — animated by his Saint-Simonist faith in the ‘progress’ of 
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science, industry and human thought — pitted his vision of the ‘socia/ emancipa- 
tion of man’. This, he affirmed, not only held a better chance of transforming 
the world than politics alone, but answered the needs of the new age. 

In both ‘History of Religion and Philosophy in Germany’ and The Romantic 
School, Heine upheld his ‘sensualist’ conception of life, of man’s divine right to 
worldly pleasures and material comfort, as opposed to the conflict between 
body and soul created in him by the ‘spiritualist’ or Nazarene approach of self- 
denial fostered by the Judeo-Christian tradition. Christianity had beneficially 
restrained the materialist excesses of the Roman world, but by sacrificing 
reason to blind faith and preaching austerity had caused the great division 
between spirit and matter (die grosse Weltzerrissenheit) and much human suffer- 
ing, not to mention the Roman Catholic Church’s ‘throne and altar’ partnership 
in the oppressive policies of absolutist monarchs. Even the watered-down deist 
form of Christianity, Heine observed in ‘Religion and Philosophy’, had encour- 
aged despotism. 

The French Revolution, as he could see in bourgeois France, had wrought 
enormous changes, but it had not brought about the absolute equality of men; 
nor did he believe that any revolution ever would. ‘God does not manifest 
Himself equally in all things,’ he observed in a significant passage in ‘Religion 
and Philosophy’. ‘But each thing carries in itself the urge to achieve a higher 
degree of divinity, and that is the great law of progress in Nature’, a law whose 
import the Saint-Simonists had been the first to recognize and proclaim. 
Heine’s pantheism dovetailed both with his ‘sensualist’ approach to life and the 
optimistic Saint-Simonist vision of the grand possibilities opened up by the 
nascent age of technology. Stressing that he was chiefly treating ‘those ques- 
tions of philosophy which we consider socially significant’, he summed up the 
chief features of the emerging new order of things as follows: 


The mind makes inventions that further the welfare of matter; 
through the progress of industry and through philosophy, Spiritual- 
ism is being discredited in public opinion; the third estate is rising; 
the revolution is growling in the hearts and minds of men; and what 
the age feels and thinks and needs and wants is enunciated: it is the 
stuff of modern literature.*5 


In other words, in a world administered by ‘talents’, with the privileges of birth 
and inherited property abolished, and equal opportunities of social betterment 
for all, including the poorest and most numerous class, it should be possible to 
rescue the majority of people from their material misery; to put an end to the 
moral suffering involved in the mortification of the flesh and the painful 
dualism of body and spirit fostered by traditional religion; and to create the 
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conditions for most people to live healthy, happy and free lives right here ‘on 
this earth’. 

Heine, the dissident avant-gardist, poet and seer, knew in his bones that 
change was imperative. The people had the right to free democratic institu- 
tions: ‘We are free men and want no thundering tyrant, we have come of age 
and need no paternal care,’ he wrote. He did not know how this change would 
come about. All he felt sure of was that German philosophy from Kant to 
Hegel led logically and inexorably to political action, i.e., revolution. This was 
‘the secret’ he revealed to the French together with his certainty that another 
revolution, and more particularly revolution in Germany, would have a devas- 
tating effect on Europe. Heine knew that there was a humanist tradition in 
Germany, that ‘the better half’ of its people were not necessarily chauvinist 
Francophobes. But this half were not the ones that bear arms, ‘And the hour 
will come, and like spectators on the steps of an amphitheatre, the nations will 
crowd round Germany to watch the great tournament.’ He warned the French 
to keep quiet, for ‘should the mood seize us to pick a quarrel with you, you may 
be sure that we shall have no difficulties in devising cogent reasons... If we were 
formerly, in our servile and sullen condition, able at times to overpower you, all 
the more should we be able to do so when intoxicated by our new-found 
liberty... You have more to fear from a liberated Germany than from the com- 
bined strength of the Holy Alliance with all its Croats and Cossacks.’ Being 
neither a political tribune nor a party leader, but at best a one-man party, all 
Heine could do against the stark prospect he conjured up was to plead, polemi- 
cize, prophesy, appeal to reason — and warn the French to be on their guard: 
‘Stay armed, stand quietly at your post with your musket at the ready!’ 

Simultaneously he proclaimed dialectically that the interaction of religious, 
philosophical and literary developments of the last few centuries had created a 
mental climate and brought Europe to the turning-point where, in spite of the 
reactionary political framework, he could discern a new Europe taking shape. 
And what he postulated in 1834 as the agenda for the new age of progress, 
though knowing that it might be achieved only by some future generation, was 
an approximate vision of those liberal, capitalist-type societies of today in 
which — with the state assuming a larger or lesser degree of social responsibility 
for the welfare of its citizens — the individual is free to pursue his physical, 
material and spiritual happiness as he pleases. 


Exile, Heine was later to intimate in his Ludwig Bérne. A Memorial, greatly 
exacerbated political tensions among the leaders of the German emigrés in 
Paris. Their numbers doubled between 1831 and 1836 from about 7,000 to 
15,000. Half of them were journeymen tailors, shoemakers and carpenters who 
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had no chance of becoming their own masters in Germany; the rest were 
masons, tanners, locksmiths, printers and mechanics, besides shop assistants 
and servants.*° Only some 200 Germans were political refugees. It was these 
that Heine had in mind when, in his later memoir of Borne, he echoed the 
Psalmist’s lament, ‘By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat, and hung our harps 
upon the willows’,47 to suggest that in the hothouse atmosphere of emigration, 
the tiniest difference of opinion which ‘in Germany would forever have 
remained a mere stunted plant of foolishness’ quickly assumed manic propor- 
tions. 

In 1832 the Radicals among the political refugees had set up a Volksverein on 
the model of the ‘Fatherland Societies’ founded by Dr Wirth on the eve of the 
Hambach Festival. Out of it in 1834 grew a secret organization, The League of 
the Outlawed (Bund der Gedchteten). Borne gave his full support to the Out- 
lawed, which agitated patriotically for a united Germany, but demanded social 
and political equality. Among its leaders were two intellectuals — Jakob Venedey 
and Theodor Schuster, who had been tutors at Heidelberg and Gottingen 
respectively — but its rank and file were uneducated artisans of the type of the 
‘six hundred journeymen tailors’ whom Borne had addressed in Montmartre. 
Heine had been on the Committee of the original Volksverein, but as he fell out 
with Borne, and the Outlawed soon split into a bourgeois wing and a radical 
one, he distanced himself from the petty ideological quarrels of various cliques 
and rival factions trying to sway those of the few ranks of untutored journey- 
men who were at all politically interested, let alone ready to join clandestine 
organizations. 

Borne’s fame as Metternich’s foremost critic for 20 years was such that his 
funeral in 1837 was attended by no fewer than 3,000 mourners. Two years later, 
when Heine wrote his memoir, he challenged not only Bérne’s distinction 
between ‘character’ and ‘talent’, truth and beauty, but the growing myth of 
Borne as the ‘holy hero’ of German ‘ultra-liberalism’. He thought that Borne, 
in subordinating his talent to the politics of blinkered, fanatical ‘Jacobinism’, 
had tragically wasted his genius as an artist. Heine tried to intervene with 
Thiers to avert Venedey’s expulsion in 1835. He helped Venedey and other 
political refugees with money. But he did so privately. He wondered what virtue 
the single-minded Bérne saw in making a point of eating at the cheap restau- 
rants where the boorish, often illiterate journeymen took their meals. Heine was 
for the workers and against ‘the exploitation of man by man.’ But like Marx 
after him, he was not one to mix ‘blissfully’ with the unwashed plebs of his day. 
Moreover, he mistrusted the rule of the masses. 

The radicals, he wrote, prescribed a horse-cure which for all its sharpness 
would only remove ‘the scurf’ from the face of the old society, ‘but not the 
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inner rottenness’ at the core of the social body. Even if that radical therapy 
might ‘relieve the most excruciating torments of suffering mankind for a short 
while’, the patient was fated to ‘rise from his sickbed and drag himself around 
for the rest of his life in drab hospital uniform, in the ash-grey garb of equal- 
ity... Nothing will be left other than Rumford’s utility soup’ — a cheap army 
soup made of ‘bones, blood, and other nutritious ingredients’ devised in the 
18th century by Benjamin Thompson, Count of Rumford, when reorganizing 
the Bavarian soldiery. For Heine’s presentiment told him that in radical egali- 
tarian republics, all the world’s poetry and beauty would in the end be ‘pumped 
out of life’.# 

Although later, under the influence of Marx, Heine was to adopt a more 
radical stand, ‘the ash-grey garb of equality’ prefigured his fear of the drab 
totalitarian uniformity which would mark the rule of the proletariat, a fear he 
expressed by hedging his prediction that ‘the future belongs to Communism’ 
with his confessed horror at the thought that its thick-headed iconoclasts would 
‘mercilessly smash the marble statues of beauty’ in their gloomy regimented 
society. 

Whereas Heine’s dispute with Borne was on a broad front, touching upon 
the solution of social issues into the next century, Bérne, the moralist, had been 
prying into Heine’s private life. Heine’s revenge was to sully the dead man’s 
reputation by working into his memoir some gratuitous insinuations concern- 
ing its hero’s ménage å trots with Jeanette Strauss-Wohl and her husband. As a 
result the book was received with howls of indignation. Since Heine had 
alluded in The Romantic School to Schlegel’s long-standing intimacy with 
Madame de Staél, it may be noted in passing that each of those whom he 
attacked — including Schlegel, who in 1832 had taken a stab at him in a deroga- 
tory epigram — had first attacked him. Perhaps the best clue to Heine’s way of 
over-reacting to provocation was provided in 1835 by a friend of his — Oskar 
Wolff, a professor of literature at Jena University — who, after visiting him in 
Paris, published an article in Leipzig containing the following characterization 
of him: ‘He is a born king of the world, with all the pleasant and unpleasant 
qualities of such a personage: he thinks royally, loves royally, but also hates and 
persecutes royally. Unlike a royal despot, he does not condemn his enemies to 
life-long incarceration; rather, like a royal hero, he slays them.’49 

Heine told Wolff in 1835 that he hardly expected to return to Germany. Set- 
tling into exile had many bitter sides other than feuding with Borne, being 
calumniated and spied upon. Heine longed for the homeland which responded 
to his progressive ideas with more hate than understanding and forced him to 
devise ever new strategies against its censors. The fate of his ‘Preface to the 
Preface’, after his original Preface to ‘Conditions in France’ had been mutilated, 
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may serve as an epitome of the ‘strange complications’ attending the path of ‘an 
author fighting for Europe’s liberty’, as Heine saw himself. Campe in Hamburg 
had reluctantly agreed to issue both the Preface and ‘Preface to the Preface’ as a 
separate brochure, to be distributed free of charge to readers who had bought 
the book before it was banned. By mid-March 1833 the brochure had been prin- 
ted except for the title sheet. Having, against his own better judgment, given in 
to Heine’s insistence not to submit it to the censorship, Campe meant to mislead 
the authorities by giving Paris as the place of publication. The new wave of 
repression after the attack on the Frankfurt Constabulary made him decide 
without futher ado to destroy the whole edition, except for two copies. 

One copy was sent to Campe’s nephew in Paris, who published the ‘Preface 
to the Preface’ in July 1833 under the bogus imprint of one P. G(au)g(e)r, with 
Leipzig as the place of publication. The Prussian reaction was a ban on all 
books by Heideloff und Campe; the unfortunate Gauger, who was a lowly clerk 
at the firm, was arrested and grilled by the police when he turned up in 
Germany; and under Prussian pressure the Hamburg Senate ordered Julius 
Campe too to be interrogated. He denied ever having seen the Paris brochure, 
and had to swear that he was not the publisher. Nor was this the end of the 
affair, for in the midst of it occurred the Prussian officers’ so-called ‘plot’ to kill 
Heine. 

He was holidaying at Boulogne in August when he received a letter from one 
Nolte warning him that a group of incensed Prussian officers had decided to 
provoke him to a pistol duel and finish him off. Thickening a mystery which has 
never been entirely cleared up, in October 1833 a Prussian agent in Paris, Klap- 
roth — otherwise an orientalist and occasional journalist ~ reported that Heine 
had received ‘Herr Nolte’s letter’ and was now so furious that he planned to 
launch a dangerous agitation against Prussia. Maximizing the menace repre- 
sented by Heine, Klaproth suggested that T. (code-word for Berlin’s chief of 
police Tzschoppe) ask the Prussian Ambassador in Paris to have Heine 
expelled. 

The affair became public on 12 November, when the Leipziger Zeitung pub- 
lished an anonymous report (believed to have been written by the same 
Klaproth) claiming that ‘Herr Nolte never existed’, and that a group of officers 
in Dresden had simply used his name to drive the fear of God into Heine, who 
had indeed armed himself with ‘double pistols’ and scurried for protection to 
the Paris Chief of Police Gisquet and the Prussian Ambassador Werther.°° The 
report said further that Heine, who had allegedly boasted that ‘he only had to 
show himself in Germany in order to produce a revolution’, had been exposed 
as a coward, The punch-line suggested that the reason for any venom he might 
direct at Prussia should be sought in ‘the mythical Herr Nolte’. 
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Heine felt compelled to publish a ‘Statement’ (Erklärung) denying that he 
had ever uttered the stupid boast imputed to him, or that he had sought 
Gisquet’s or Werther’s protection. Protesting the publication of anonymous 
insinuations, he wrote that he had taken Nolte’s warning seriously after inform- 
ing himself about the man — who was apparently a merchant by the name of 
Vincent Otto Nolte (1770—1856).5' Heine’s ‘Statement’ was duly carried by 
Baron Cotta and by Heine’s Saint-Simonist young friend Laube in their respec- 
tive newspapers,>* but the Leipziger Zeitung, after creating the public furore, 
refused to print it, accepting it only as a paid advertisement. The paper’s silence 
made a friend of Heine’s — possibly under his inspiration — raise the question 
why, if ‘the fact was no fact’, its correspondent so obviously sided with the per- 
petrators of a plot that never was. And further to mystify posterity, a contempo- 
rary Austrian spy soon reported that in November 1833 Werther was in fact 
instructed from Berlin to obtain Heine’s expulsion.>4 

In the end, after all the energy, time and nerves invested by both Heine and 
Campe, not without some mutual friction, in sundry tactics and stratagems, the 
‘Preface to the Preface’ was not to appear in Germany until after Heine’s death. 
The public, he noted in the 1830s, had ‘little idea’ of the unusual tribulations 
besetting the life of a fighting author-in-exile. 

Yet, despite the bitterness and complications of exile, Heine lived a full and 
active life. He had, of course, his eccentricities. Visitors to his rented rooms — 
first in the out-of-the-way rue de L’Echiquier (where one had to cross two 
inner courtyards to reach his door), and since February 1833 in the rue des 
Petits Augustins — noticed that he cared little for elegant furnishings or pleasant 
surroundings. His chief concern was for quiet locations affording him peace 
and seclusion for his work. Although he employed a manservant, his household 
was not particularly orderly. But he was dining regularly with Sainte-Beuve and 
the writer and historian Jean-Jacques Ampère (son of the physicist) at Bom- 
barda’s restaurant in the rue de Rivoli; Balzac had introduced him to the house 
of the comtesse de Merlin, from which, after dinner, the whole company would 
sometimes repair to the Opéra or the Théâtre des Italiens; and in the spring of 
1833 Franz Liszt was writing to the comtesse d’Agoult, who was of German 
descent on her mother’s side: ‘Madame, you asked me the other day to present 
to you our famous compatriot Heine. He is indeed one of Germany’s most dis- 
tinguished men... May I bring him to you next Tuesday at eight?” 

In May, at the monthly dinner of L'Europe Littéraire, Heine met and became 
friends with Hector Berlioz — winner of the 1830 Prix de Rome — and at the 
next of these gastronomic sprees in June he made the acquaintance of a shy- 
looking 28-year-old Dane. He was Hans Christian Andersen, who was to 
confess in his Memoirs that the one person in Paris he had been eager to meet 
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was the poet ‘who so well expressed all my feelings and moods.’ It was reported 
that Andersen spoke to Heine in halting German, and when he ran out of 
words he suggested that they switch to French. As he proved not much better at 
it, Heine asked with a smile: ‘What language would you suggest we continue 
our conversation in?’ If his irony hurt Andersen, Heine made up for it when, 
hearing that the other had been too awkward to call on him, he called on him at 
his hotel the next day. Andersen wrote to Heine that ‘of all modern authors you 
have had the greatest influence on me and my work.’ To prove it, he had some 
of his own poems specially translated into German, later dedicated others to 
Heine, and was to visit him again when he was himself famous.5+ 

At Boulogne in August, Heine found relief from the vexations of the 
officers’ ‘plot’ in the company of Sarah Austin — known for her translations 
from German literature and of Guizot’s Causes of the Success of the English Rev- 
olution 1640-1688 — and of her young daughter Lucie. ‘He lounged with me on 
the end of the pier,’ Lucie (later Lucie Duff-Gordon) recalled, ‘and told me 
stories in which fish, mermaids, watersprites, and a very funny old fiddler with 
a poodle, who was taking three sea~baths a day, were mixed up in the most fan- 
ciful manner.’ The girl in turn taught him an English ballad about the tragic 
fate of Lady Alice, who took only a spoonful of gruel ‘with sugar and spices so 
rich’ that she fell dead, and of the parson who afterwards ‘licked up the rest’. 
The cosmopolitan Austins later lived for a while in Paris, and still later, during 
the years when Heine lay dying, he could hardly wait for ‘the heavenly Lucie’, 
as he called her, to appear in Paris (which she did several times) and reminisce 
with him about that summer’s end at Boulogne. ‘The parson drank gruel 
water,’ Heine wrote in a note welcoming the solace her visits brought him.55 

At the beginning of the winter of 1833-34, he was best man, together with 
the composer Ferdinand Hiller, at the wedding of Berlioz to the Irish actress 
Harriet Smithson. During the winter, the Athenaeum of London carried 
Edgard Quinet’s profile of him (‘German Poets: Heinrich Heine’) simultane- 
ously with its publication in the Revue des Deux Mondes. In Germany, besides 
new editions of Travel Pictures III and IV, Campe was publishing his report on 
the 1833 Louvre Salon. Together with his earlier French Painters, some poems 
and his famous fragment of a novel — The Memoirs of Herr von Schnabelewopski 
(from which Richard Wagner was to take the theme of The Flying Dutchman) — 
it appeared in a volume called Salon 1, which became the omnibus title for a 
series of three more volumes of his writings on art. 

In February 1834, Victor Bohain’s L’Europe Littéraire ran out of funds. 
Victor Bouloz of Revue des Deux Mondes, however, stepped in and undertook 
the serialization of Heine’s ‘Religion and Philosophy in Germany’ ahead of its 
publication in that country. By that time, not only did Heine’s acquaintances 
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include France’s most prominent writers and artists, but he was himself 
becoming something of a literary and social lion. 

‘Heinrich Heine, the famous Heine, came to see me unannounced,’ Balzac 
wrote some time after they had met, ‘and although, as you know, I am myself 
not a nobody, still, when I heard who it was, he took possession of my entire 
day.’ Indeed, the two of them, keen observers of the human comedy, could be 
seen sauntering for hours on the boulevards, engaged in lively conversation. 
Heine might fulminate against banks, but at the house of James de Rothschild 
he met some of the haute finance of Paris. The salons had opened their doors to 
him, and in November 1834 George Sand was intimating to young Franz Lizst 
that she and Alfred de Musset would be ‘happy to make the acquaintance of M. 
Berlioz and M. Heine.’ 

Gautier, an early admirer of Heine, wrote that ‘He was a fellow like a god, 
mischievous as a devil, but good-natured with it all, whatever people say to the 
contrary. I was little concerned whether he regarded me as a friend or supporter, 
so long as I could listen to his sparkling conversation; for extravagantly as he 
expended his money and health, his expenditure of esprit was more lavish still.’5° 

Heine was by nature and vocation a loner, and not everyone could stand his 
biting wit or his honesty. Sainte-Beuve, after 7 years of friendship, was most 
annoyed when Heine published some criticism of him. Berlioz, on the other 
hand, remained his friend even when, though half-praising him as well as Liszt 
in a musical review, he singled out Chopin as a genius of a higher order, in a 
class with Mozart. ‘Our friend Heine... has treated us with as much esprit as dis- 
respect,’ Berlioz informed Liszt, ‘but without any malice whatsoever. He has 
awarded the palm to Chopin, who has long deserved it.’57 

If one remarkable feature of Heine’s rise to prominence in Paris was the 
readiness of its artistic celebrities to adopt him as one of their own —as Alexan- 
dre Dumas was pointedly to inform the German authorities who continued to 
persecute him even in his exile — another may be seen in the very special rela- 
tionships he formed with two of the most fascinating women of the age. George 
Sand and the Princess Cristina di Belgiojoso were as unlike each other as possi- 
ble. By 1834, in the midst of falling out in Venice with de Musset and then 
briefly reuniting with ‘the golden boy of French poetry’, George Sand had 
caused a furore with her feminist novel Lé/ia. In a diary entry at the end of 
November (‘Saw Heine this morning’), she recorded his view that ‘one loves 
only with the head and the senses, the heart plays no role in love.’5® Seven years 
later, in another diary entry, she was to describe him as ‘tender, affectionate, 
devoted, romantic in love.’59 

Between 1834 and 1836, the year she went to Switzerland and, adopting the 
sobriquet ‘Piffoél’, made her famous romp in the company of ‘the Fellows’ — 
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Liszt and the comtesse Marie d’Agoult, who had abandoned her husband and 
eloped with the pianist — Sand changed lovers at least three times. While there 
is no hard knowledge about Heine’s ever joining their number, he and Sand 
were very soon on terms of endearment and familiarity, calling each other 
cousin and cousine; her promptly inviting him to ‘come and dine with me today... 
I have nobody, and you can come en pantoufles et bonnet de coton? marked the 
beginning of what was to be a long-lasting intimacy. Like Gautier, George Sand 
realized that, far from being spiteful, Heine’s ‘wit is mordant... but his heart is 
as kind as his tongue is nasty.’ Noting that his cynical, mocking manner fright- 
ened and put off those who did not know his ‘secret inner life’, she character- 
ized him as ‘a humorist like [Laurence] Sterne’. 

George Sand was spontaneous, warm-hearted and generous, and if her 
talent, courage and vitality could not but appeal to Heine, her broad humanism 
and deep-felt sympathy with the oppressed — to be reflected in some of her 
novels and to culminate in her actively taking up ‘la cause du peuple’ in the 
1848 revolution — made for a further bond between them. 

Princess Cristina di Belgiojoso-Trivulzio, too, was a highly idealistic, politi- 
cally conscious and courageous young woman. While still a girl she had more 
than once risked her life on hazardous missions for the Italian Carbonari against 
the Austrian occupying authorities in Lombardy. In Paris since 1831, she had 
refused La Fayette’s offer of financial help. In 1834, however, the Austrian 
Ambassador, Count Apponyi, helped her to get back most of her confiscated 
Italian possessions. From the garret in which she had painted fans for a living 
she moved to the elegant rue d’Anjou Saint-Honoré. With statesmen and 
politicians like Guizot, Molé, Victor Cousin, Thiers, and artists and intellectu- 
als who had previously helped to cook her suppers congregating in her new and 
unconventional drawing-room she quickly became, at the age of 26, one of the 
most striking hostesses of the period. Regarding Paris as a ‘small hospital’ for 
recuperating political refugees, she not only used her high connections and all 
her energy and resources to canvass support for her Italian countrymen, but 
helped prominent as well as lesser exiles from many lands. 

It was the age of ‘virtuosismo’, and deputies, generals, writers, bankers, 
diplomats, newspaper editors and foreign statesmen flocked to her musical 
soirées and benefit concerts, at one of which the famous ‘piano duel’ between 
Liszt and his chief rival, Thalberg, took place. Together with the duchesse 
d’Abrantés and Princess Czartoryska she would spend many nights at bazaars 
to collect money for Poland, with Chopin playing for hours as an attraction. She 
was a more enigmatic personality than George Sand, and no two people ~ 
whether contemporaries or later biographers — agreed either about her charac- 
ter or about her looks. Juliette Adam was to call her ‘one of the most beautiful 
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women of the age’, and Baudelaire raved about her portrait when it was exhib- 
ited in the Salon of 1845; the comtesse de Merlin described her as ‘a literary 
and political lioness, all lazy voluptuousness’; Gautier noted her noble features, 
but others, including Balzac, dwelt on her pale, ‘greenish’ complexion. Alfred 
de Musset lost himself in her sphinx-like eyes, ‘so deep, so large... that I can 
find my way no more,’ but when dismissed by her after a short affair he 
revenged himself in verses, calling her ‘a dead woman... who only made pre- 
tence of living. 

Heine himself, who visited her twice within one week in January 1834 and 
saw quite a bit of her during the following months, was stupefied by her pres- 
ence. In a portrait of her in his ‘Florentine Nights’ he was to describe the 
princess’s complexion as ‘softly Roman, faint shimmer of pearls, noble pallor, 
morbidezza’; and he caught perhaps that mysterious composite effect of her fea- 
tures that left no one indifferent by comparing her oval, dimpled face with its 
high forehead, jet-black hair, large burning eyes and pointed chin to the faces of 
‘great ladies’ portrayed in 16th-century Italian masterpieces, a face ‘reminiscent 
of Leonardo da Vinci’. He had every reason to be thankful to her. For it was 
through her instrumentality that on 27 March 1834 — in the midst of a govern- 
ment crisis — Guizot, the Minister of Education and later Foreign Minister, 
sent Heine a note saying, ‘It will be impossible for me to go with you to the 
Princess’s house at 4 o’clock. Pressing work will keep me at the Cabinet very 
late. - On Wednesday if that suits you.’ Guizot met Heine at the princess’s 
house on 1 April. This and a private meeting with Thiers that she arranged for 
him the following year may have had something to do with the controversial 
stipend he was later to receive from the French government. 

It was in 1834 that Heine seems to have fallen in love with the eccentric prin- 
cess. On 18 April, following a particularly stimulating soirée two nights before, 
he wrote that he was haunted by her dream-like figure, her ‘mysterious’ lips, 
etc. However, /a princesse malheureuse (as she sometimes called herself) sensibly 
and tactfully cooled his ardour. Unhappily married to a debauched husband, 
and already involved in a discreet liaison with the historian Mignet, she wanted 
no further emotional complications. Heine, too, soon recovered his senses. He 
admired the Princess’s wide-ranging culture, her fine intellect and sensibility 
and her devotion to the cause of liberty; and once their friendship was freed of 
the element of desire, it became all the more stable. On 26 June, before leaving 
for another holiday at Boulogne, he bade a temporary adieu to ‘the most beauti- 
ful, the kindest, the most admirable person I have met on this earth. The 
memory of you gives balm to my existence.’ 

On at least three occasions during Heine’s lifetime the Princess showed the 
remarkable side of her character. One day in October 1834, Heine bought a pair 
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of gloves in the rue Choiseul and fell victim to the provocative charms of the 
shop assistant who served him. Crescence Eugénie Mirat was a 19-year-old 
country girl, whose good looks, vivacious temperament and peasant shrewd- 
ness, combined with a Parisian chic acquired since leaving her village, made up 
for her lack of education. While consorting with the beau monde of Paris, Heine 
had continued his explorations of the city’s bars, bistros and popular bals 
dansants. The group of poems first published in 1833 under the title ‘Sundry 
Women’ (‘Verschiedene’) reflected his fleeting adventures with a number of easy 
young women. Crescence Mirat, however, had Heine hooked. She was young, 
coquettish, and well aware of the desire she aroused in men. She liked Heine, 
but was determined to yield her virtue to no man, whether gentleman or 
peasant, unless it was for a marital or otherwise lasting union. 

Needless to say, the resistance of this self-styled ‘wild cat’ inflamed Heine’s 
urge to possess her. Crescence — or Mathilde, as he renamed her — allowed 
herself to be taken on Sunday country outings, and she joined him in some of 
the carnival merriment in February 1835, but otherwise she proved unattain- 
able. They quarreled, and Heine tried to extricate himself from this ‘love affair 
in which I am up to my neck,’ as he wrote to the theatre producer Lewald in 
Germany on 11 April 1835. ‘Since October nothing else has mattered to me... 
Read King Solomon’s Song of Songs: you will find in it all I can tell you today.’ 
And to Campe, a while later: ‘Fool that I am, I thought that the time of passion 
was over for me. I was equal to the eternal gods in calm, composure, and moder- 
ation — and behold! I raged again like a human being, and indeed like a young 
human being. ®? 

In a note to Princess Belgiojoso he hinted at ‘domestic trouble’ as an excuse 
for not visiting her, and he confided the details to Mignet. The Princess showed 
her sensitivity by writing: 


Dear friend, M. Mignet has told me about your misadventure and 
I feel for you with all my heart. I am not laughing at you, and I beg 
you not to take the matter too seriously or tragically. A spell in the 
country, the fresh air and smell of grass as you stretch your limbs 
under a rustling tree, might do you good. Come to lunch in any case 
on Monday at La Jonchère: leave all your cares behind you in the city 
and be sure I shall not mock you. A thousand friendships. 


And so, in mid-June he went to the princess’s chateau (once inhabited by 
Madame Pompadour) not far from Paris. He spent 6 ‘calm and cheerful’ weeks 
there in distinguished and diverting company, and informed Campe that he had 
regained his peace of mind. But to complete his cure, or to flee farther from 
Mathilde, he left at the end of July for Boulogne and remained after the end of 
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the season. He was still there in ‘voluntary exile’ in December, trying to work 
and to get Mathilde out of his mind. The buxom girl, as he was well aware, 
lacked all culture, sophistication and manners: ‘I am condemned to Jove only 
the lowest and the most foolish things,’ he remarked in self-disgust in a letter 
from Boulogne to Heinrich Laube, at the same time confessing that he was ‘in 
the throes of an overpowering passion that often robs us of our clarity of vision 
and thought, which I personally hate to give up.”65 

For months he struggled against it, but in vain. Whether it was destiny, as in 
the case of Goethe and his Christiane, or the mutual attraction between the 
childwoman Mathilde and the child in Heine — both Ludwig Marcuse and Max 
Brod, dwelling on Heine’s way of saying the most sarcastic things about people 
and then wondering like an innocent boy why they were offended, have referred 
to their relationship as the union of ‘two children’ — some time after his return 
to Paris at the end of 1835, Heine and Mathilde got together again. The exact 
circumstances are unknown. According to the traditional account by Alexandre 
Weill, Heine paid Mathilde’s aunt, who owned the shop where she worked, a 
consideration of 3,000 francs for letting her go and live with him. A well-known 
journalist, Weill launched this unverifiable story after the death of both protago- 
nists. He further claimed to have heard from Mathilde herself the scene that fol- 
lowed on the night when Heine — while formally keeping his own flat — moved 
into her lodgings in the rue Cadet and she finally slept with him. Mathilde sat 
up on the bed and said: 


Henri, I have given you all that an honest girl can give the man she 
loves and which he can never restore to her. Don’t think that I am so 
foolish not to know that you bought me. If I agreed to be your mis- 
tress, it is first of all because I like you best of all the men who ever 
courted me, and because I am told that Germans are more faithful 
than Frenchmen. But whether you bought me or not, I did not sell 
myself! [Moi, je ne me suis pas vendue!] Know then that Pll never 
leave you. Whether you love me or not, whether you marry me or 
not, whether you maltreat me or not, I'll never leave you. Do you 
hear that? Jamais! jamais! jamais}... 


‘But I don’t want you to leave me,’ Heine protested. ‘I love you, and I shall 
always love you!’ ‘And I’, Mathilde remonstrated, ‘if I didn’t love you, should I 
have done what I have?’ ‘You’re already making a scene,’ Heine joked in a molli- 
fying tone. ‘I shall never cease loving you.’ 

But Mathilde was back at him in dead earnest: ‘Even if you should, I shall 
never cease to be your wife.’ ‘And what would you do if I left you?’ Heine asked. 
‘I should kill myself at your feet!’ came her hoarse reply. 
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Taken aback, Heine, perhaps to distract her, said the first thing that came 
into his mind: ‘Let us have breakfast first.’ But Mathilde was not finished with 
him: ‘When my mind is set on something fifty thousand mules will not drag it 
out of me. I am telling you for the last time, and I won’t say it again, PH never 
leave you! Wherever you go, I shall go, be it to the end of the world or beyond 
the gates of hell! I am yours, because you bought me; but you too have been 
bought, bought by me, you know the price I paid, and you are mine for the rest 
of your life!” 

Authentic or not, the story does convey something of Mathilde’s natural 
pride and assertive character. Although Heine had some idea of what he was 
letting himself in for, he may well have wondered whether life with this hell-cat 
would be all bliss or eternal bondage, or heaven and hell combined. Like 
Tannhäuser he had escaped from the Venusberg and, in Nina Valentin’s apt 
simile, like Tannhauser he had ‘returned once and for all to Madame Venus’. 
Though Heine certainly enjoyed the company and discourse of intellectual 
women, the fact is that, oddly or not, the poet of ‘the bleeding heart’ in his late 
thirties chose to live with the 21 year-old Mathilde, who never read a page of 
his poems or his prose; and, curiously, the public in Germany, which had never 
taken an interest in Goethe’s Christiane, soon delighted in a spate of juicy press 
reports from Paris in which Heine was alternately said to be cavorting in the 
highest circles with a society beauty, or to be living in promiscuous concubinage 
with a grisette. Mathilde was neither that nor a society lady. She was a vigorous 
child of nature, young, voluptuous and uninhibited in her lust for the pleasures 
of life. According to the best account of her, ‘to show herself and be seen in 
public with him was a type of satisfaction to her vanity which she had rarely 
enjoyed.’ She dragged him to the best concerts, causing him ‘some droll embar- 
rassment, for he liked to act the bachelor, yet would not deny or abandon her.” 

But what Mathilde liked best was vaudeville, restaurants and dancing. She 
flirted with men for the fun of it, and to drive Heine mad with jealousy. She was 
no great housekeeper either, being chiefly preoccupied with dresses, hats and 
finery, on which she spent freely whenever the mood took her. She loved 
animals, flowers and her pet parrot, but was not one to shine in literary com- 
pany. For a time, indeed, Heine shunned society. Mathilde took not the slightest 
interest in his work, his publishing, financial or censorship problems. Heine 
kept that whole part of his life from her. But if she was not the person with 
whom he could discuss the conflict between ‘spiritualism’ and ‘sensualism’, 
spirit and matter — or his idea that Shakespeare, whom he called ‘a Jew and a 
Greek’, was one of the few who had resolved it — the wholesome, elemental 
Mathilde suffered from no disharmony between the spirit and the flesh; she 
sometimes made him feel sexually ‘tired as a hunted bull’; and whatever else she 
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lacked, her spontaneity, natural gaiety, laughter, tears, tantrums, and even her 
rages and the kind of animal quality that required constant taming, proved both 
a challenge and a foil to his own self-preoccupied genius. Mathilde never gave 
him a dull moment. ‘She constantly cheers me up by the very inconstancy of 
her caprices, he wrote humorously. 

He became so attached to her that to satisfy her yearning for respectability he 
visited her family in the village of Vinot, in the Seine-et-Marne département, 
and for several days — during which the mayor and the priest came to a family 
lunch in his honour — earnestly went through the comedy of posing as her 
husband. The comedy grew on him. He was greatly moved to see the happiness 
in Mathilde’s eyes, and felt increasingly responsible for her. Sometimes, of 
course, it took all his humour to make a virtue of Mathilde’s ‘delicious igno- 
rance’ or to stand her moods and flights of temper; and because Heine some- 
times stood back and wondered about the future of their relationship — and at 
one point wrote Laube of ‘the agony to a man of pride and spirit’ to yield to a 
low and foolish passion — literary historians for along time tended to regard his 
liaison with her as demeaning. Latter-day biographers, however, incline to the 
view that any liaison between Heine and some learned, competitive bluestocking 
would have been short-lived, for they would have made an incompatible couple. 

Heine himself early confided in a letter to Mignet that he was perhaps not 
well suited for ‘the brilliant and restless life of the grand monde’ and its largely 
artificial preoccupations. Henceforth his life was to move between these two 
disparate worlds, that of Paris high society with its artists, intellectuals and 
superior women, and that of anarchic, often uproarious domesticity with the 
ebullient and earthy Mathilde. For while Heine could not stay away long from 
society or absent himself from the ball inaugurating James de Rothschild’s new 
Renaissance-style palace — ‘the Versailles of absolute money power’, as he 
dubbed it — Mathilde was by convention excluded from some of the salons. He 
could show himself with her at the Café Montmartre, where his bohemian 
friends Gautier and Alphonse Royer — a later director of the Théâtre Odéon 
and the Opéra — would join them with their own mistresses. But he could not 
easily take her to the cosmopolitan but rather exclusive salon of Alfred de Vigny 
and his English wife, where in 1837 he engaged a distinguished company in a 
discussion of Spinoza’s philosophy. 

That same year, the comtesse d’Agoult, back from her excursion in Switzer- 
land with Liszt and George Sand, took an apartment in the elegant Hôtel de 
France on the rue Laffitte ‘and sent Liszt out to bring in the celebrities’. Heine 
was thus drawn into the set that formed around the countess and George Sand, 
two emancipated women who in their different ways defied the conventions of 
Paris society. 
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A sneering passage Heine wrote in 1837, in ‘On the French Stage’ (Uber die 
französische Bühne), about the French salons being open to ‘the most vicious 
Messalina so long as her conjugal ram trots patiently by her side’, while closing 
their doors to any girl who may have yielded to a man in an access of innocent 
young love, is believed to have been his protest against the prevailing mores and 
hauteur of French society.°8 

Mathilde, though proud of Heine, loved him not for his ideas or his fame but 
as ‘her man’. She accepted him as he was without prying into or even bother- 
ing to know what went on in his mind; her warmth brought out the gentle side 
in him as no one else had done before. Plagued as he was by various symptoms 
of illness, Heine was in two minds about marrying Mathilde or letting her go to 
make good her chances in life while she was still pretty and young. She, how- 
ever, had set her mind on him and the security and respectability he afforded 
her. 

During the altogether 7 years of their romance before a pistol duel, like 
destiny itself, intervened to help him make up his mind, Heine sometimes 
rebelled against Mathilde’s possessiveness. To prove to himself that he might 
yet escape, he would boast that he was still ‘free’, and early in 1836 he was in- 
deed discovered disporting himself with two grisettes during one of Mathilde’s 
absences from Paris.°9 Two years later Princess Belgiojoso was writing to Liszt: 
‘Iam hardly seeing M. de Musset, who pretends to be working... En revanche, I 
am seeing more of Heine, who says that he has regained his liberty.’ (Mathilde, 
in fact, was merely in hospital with an inflammation.) But it is the rest of the 
Princess’s letter that is significant: 


As you know, I have always maintained that the diabolical Heine is a 
good devil. I persist in this opinion — and I am grateful to him for his 
being by and large so constant in his disposition to me in spite of 
certain petty intrigues to turn him into an enemy. All these attempts 
have ended in Wasco, and but for a few harmless jokes, I am con- 
vinced that nothing in the world could ever persuade Heine to do me 
the slightest harm.7° 


Liszt had taken offence at a review by Heine, and d’Agoult had taken up the 
cudgels for her virtuoso by answering Heine in an ‘Open Letter’ (signed by 
Liszt) in the Gazette Musicale. Nevertheless, she went on cultivating him and 
he was to see more of her at George Sand’s country place at Nohant before the 
two women broke off their friendship. She proved to be one of the few who — 
like Berlioz, Gautier and George Sand herself — perceived the hidden kindness 
in the cynical Heine which Mathilde, in her instinctive way, knew how to bring 
out in him. 
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The Italian princess remained steadfast in her friendship with Heine, and 
their bond was such that she was to be one of the last to visit him before he 
died. At her frequent soirées, Heine mingled with the other illustrious figures 
of the musical world, Cherubini, Rossini, Bellini (until his premature death). 
And besides all the politicians, statesmen and cultural heroes mentioned earlier, 
Richard Wagner and Karl Marx, Engels, Hess, Bakunin and Lassalle were 
among the historic figures of a new generation who, growing up on his works, 
were eventually to seek him out in Paris. 
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Karl Marx in High School and the ‘Conversion Conflict’ 


In the autumn of 1834, when Heine, in spite of the distraction caused by his 
developing passion for Mathilde, was working on the expanded German origi- 
nal of Religion and Philosophy in Germany, Karl Marx was only 16. He was 
Heine’s junior by nearly 21 years, and still had a year to go before graduating 
from Trier’s high school, the Friedrich Wilhelm Gymnasium. 

In Trier, 1834 was the year of the ‘Casino affair’. It had started in January, 
when a controversial speech delivered by Karl Marx’s father — followed, in 
short order, by another function at which the Marseillaise was sung — so aroused 
the anger of the Prussian authorities that the Casino Society (Casinogesellschaft) 
was temporarily closed. The Society, founded under the French and meeting in 
the imposing Casino building, which, besides a library and reading rooms, had a 
hall where concerts, theatre performances, balls and banquets were held, was 
supposed to be an non-political social club. Since the 1830 July Revolution in 
France, however, it had become something of a thorn in the flesh of the Pruss- 
ian authorities, for its members — among whom were most of the town’s leading 
burghers — had started to give voice to the civic dissatisfaction accumulated in 
15 years of Prussian rule. Now several of them were to stand trial on various 
charges, including treason. The affair kept the whole district abuzz and its 
repercussions profoundly affected Karl Marx in his last year of high school. 

As early as September 1830, two months after the July Revolution, Trier’s 
Prussian Regierungsprasident had complained that the director of the Casino 
had failed to report a subversive leaflet which had been sent to him. The widely 
distributed leaflet was one of a series protesting the high taxation and the 
increasingly heavy ‘Prussian yoke’, but the latest caused particular worry to the 
authorities for two reasons. Reminding the King of Prussia that he had broken 
his 15-year-old promise to grant a Constitution, it demanded an independent 
legislature for the Rhineland and financial separation from Old Prussia. 

“Unless our demands are satisfied’, the leaflet threatened, ‘we shall heed the 
call of our [French] neighbours and join their ranks to fight for our welfare.’ At 
the same time, in Coblenz the Oberprasident of the Rhine Province received, 
and passed on to Berlin, reports of an inflammatory poster addressed to soldiers 
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of Trier’s strong garrison, questioning the validity of their oath to the Prussian 
monarch. So frightened were the Prussians of the contagious effect of the revo- 
lution which had installed a ‘citizen-king’ on the former Bourbon throne that 
French travellers coming across the Rhine were not allowed to stay in Trier for 
more than a night. Even the Bishop of Nancy was ordered to leave town in 
August 1830. 

Karl Marx had begun his high school education at the Friedrich Wilhelm 
Gymnasium in October of that year. The Gymnasium being considered by the 
Prussians, in the words of a high official, as another hotbed, like the Casino 
Society, of liberal ideas and ‘francomania’, it was placed under discreet police 
surveillance. Sooner or later it became an open secret that an agent by the name 
of Nohl was regularly reporting on both teachers and pupils suspected of 
‘demagogic radical’ activities or opinions. 

Shortly before Karl entered the Gymnasium, the Prussians had promulgated 
a decree making anyone smoking a pipe — or even sucking a dead one -- when 
passing a sentry, liable to arrest and prosecution. It was the kind of thing that 
made Rhinelanders feel worse treated by their arrogant countrymen than they 
had been by their French ‘enemies’. Before Karl Marx had finished his first year 
at the Gymnasium, economic crisis in the Rhineland added to the continuing 
political tension between Prussia and the new regime in France. With the 
Moselle wine trade practically ruined, reports from district after district, trans- 
mitted to Berlin via the Oberprasident, kept signalling increasing poverty and 
disaffection. 

‘Because of the dearth of bread and potatoes in the Grand Duchy of Lux- 
embourg’, a zealous Prussian sub-prefect in Erfurt reported in April 1831, 
‘whole gangs of beggars, vagabonds and brigands have started invading the 
districts of Prum, Bitburg and Saarburg.’ The police had ‘frequently had to 
request military reinforcements’ in order to stop gangs of marauders. 

In Trier itself posters had gone up on public buildings threatening violence 
unless the flour and meat taxes were abolished. ‘A considerable number of the 
lower class’ were reported to be in an ugly mood in pubs and taverns and nearly 
one-third of Trier’s 14,318 inhabitants had to be supplied with free coal, medi- 
cine and over 57,000 soup portions to survive the winter. To forestall unrest, 
the authorities had formed 300 or so members of Trier’s riflemen’s association 
into a ‘Society for the Maintenance of Public Order’. The burgomaster of 
Trier, Wilhelm Haw, however, informed the government that they had few 
weapons, since most of the members had given theirs away to help the Greeks 
in their recent war of liberation. 

Burgomaster Haw had by 1831 become a symbol of the humorous Rhine- 
Janders’ passive resistance, which was the only way left to them to express their 
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growing resentment. None of the perpetrators of the seditious leaflets, ‘revolu- 
tionary’ placards and anti-Prussian cartoons which continued to circulate could 
be apprehended. Burgomaster Haw, pressed by the authorities for an explana- 
tion, pointed to the fact that wide searches by the Prussian military had been 
equally unsuccessful. Haw had often advised the Prussians that they could have 
a Joyal population if they did not rob it of the liberties it had enjoyed under the 
French. 

A subtle and courageous lawyer-politician, the burgomaster steadfastly 
avoided toasting the Prussian king’s health at official functions, but by dint of 
sheer diplomacy and his placating skills he had managed to keep both the 
respect of the locals and his office for 12 years. He was, moreover, a member of 
the Rhenish Provincial Diet, and with a hostile population on its hands, eco- 
nomic crisis and spreading disaffection, the Prussian government, though 
doubting his loyalty and spying on his every move, considered it wiser not to 
sack him. While it looked for a pretext to prosecute him even before, it was to 
find one in the Casino ‘affair’. 

Assuring the government that only ‘the rabble’ was restive, Haw kept stress- 
ing the role of ‘the middle class in maintaining public order’. As early as April 
1831, however, Baron Ludwig von Westphalen, the head of the district’s police 
and internal security department, singled out Trier’s ‘lawyers, bankers, mer- 
chants, doctors, notaries’, that is, precisely the club’s upper-crust membership, 
as leaders of the pro-French element in town. In case of war with France, wrote 
the elderly baron in a private letter, ‘the Prussian arms’ could count on ‘no 
solid, national support on the part of the passive’ and ‘partly discontented’ 
Rhinelanders. Under the French, he explained, these provinces had simply 
become ‘disaccustomed’ to belonging to the German fatherland. His son Ferdi- 
nand von Westphalen — who was the sub-prefect reporting from Erfurt on the 
situation in neighbouring Bitburg — shared the opinion that the Rhineland was 
as good as lost to Prussia." 

Ironically, Baron Ludwig von Westphalen, who included in his letter the 
high school pupils among those infected ‘with this francomania’, was the father 
of the girl Karl Marx, the greatest future rebel attending the Gymnasium, was 
in due course to court and eventually to marry. The Baron came originally from 
Brunswick. His father had played an important role in that Duchy’s history and 
his mother was a Scotswoman of noble lineage. No Junker-type aristocrat, he 
belonged to the more enlightened and progressive wing of Prussian official- 
dom, and was in fact to take quite a liking to his future son-in-law and to intro- 
duce him to Shakespeare, and even to teach him some liberal ideas. 

Whereas Karl Marx was only 13 in 1831, Jenny von Westphalen was 17. They 
hardly played together as children in the garden of the Westphalen house, as was 
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long believed. Rather, it was only some time after he entered the Gymnasium, 
when his elder sister Sophie and Jenny became friends — and the Westphalens 
lived for a time in a ‘garden house’ in the Rémerstrasse (today Paulin Strasse), 
on the other side of the huge Porta Nigra ruin from the Marx home on the 
Simeongasse — that he and the Baron’s daughter became aware of each other. 

The wave of political persecution unleashed in the aftermath of the great 
Hambach demonstration reached the Gymnasium before the end of 1832. Two 
of Trier’s town councillors, and even several young clergymen, had been among 
the crowds assembled to hear republican slogans and ‘the sovereignty of the 
people’ proclaimed at Hambach Castle. While the speakers at the rally and the 
organizers had been arrested or had fled to France, copies of their addresses 
and other ‘demagogic’ literature were found circulating among Trier’s high 
school students. 

The headmaster, Hugo Wyttenbach, was placed under surveillance. A bril- 
liant educator, Wyttenbach was one of the founders of the Casino Society. By 
1833, a close watch was being kept on the activities of teachers and pupils at the 
Friedrich Wilhelm Gymnasium. According to official correspondence circu- 
lated between Trier, Coblenz and Berlin in the 1833-34 period, two of the 
Gymnasium teachers, Heinrich Schwendler and Thomas Simon, were sus- 
pected of being involved with ‘revolutionary circles’; a third, J.G. Schneemann, 
of being an admirer of French liberalism; a fourth, Johann Steininger, the 
mathematics and physics teacher, of being ‘unpatriotic’ and an atheist, over- 
praising French scientific achievements and undermining the Christian faith of 
the young by ridiculing the Bible story of the destruction of Sodom and 
Gomorrah, and attributing it to a volcanic eruption. 

Schwendler and Schneemann, like the headmaster Wyttenbach, were doubly 
suspect, as they too were members of the Casino Society. Schwendler was actu- 
ally the Society’s secretary. One of the things about the Society that incensed 
the punctilious Royal Prussian bureaucrats, who never referred to the King in 
Berlin except as ‘the All-Highest’, was the fact that Burgomaster Haw and 
other local notables threatened to ‘pour their wine under the table’ rather than 
‘drink the health of His [Prussian] Majesty’. The number of times they raised 
their glasses to toast other people and sentiments was noted and reported back 
and forth between the Regierungsprasident in Trier, the Oberprasident in 
Coblenz and the Minister of the Interior and Police in Berlin. The mayor and 
several town councillors were said to have variously drunk toasts to ‘Freedom’, 
the July Revolution and the downfall of ‘absolutism’, and Trier’s police chief 
reported that the town’s people expected to be ‘liberated’ by the French. 

This was the atmosphere in which Karl Marx’s father, towards the end of 
1833, prepared for the ‘festive banquet’ at which the Casino Society was to 
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honour Burgomaster Haw and three other deputies of the Rhenish Provincial 
Diet. Banquets were politically suspect ever since the ‘banqueting societies’ 
which had served Dr Wirth’s undercover campaign for a constitution and press 
freedom. Moreover, the 4 deputies to be feted by the Casino Society (Haw, 
Valdenaire, Mohr and Kaiser) were to be given a hero’s welcome for the way 
they had represented ‘the people’ of Trier in the Diet. They were all liberals, 
while Trier’s fifth deputy, a conservative aristocrat, had conspicuously not been 
invited; and if this was not enough to make it smack of a disguised political 
demonstration, the juncture was a delicate one, for the King of Prussia was said 
to be planning to abolish the Rhenish Diet altogether. A preliminary committee 
of 40 members of the Casino Society, which with a slight stretch of the imagi- 
nation has been described as Trier’s ‘country club’, had therefore carefully con- 
sidered all the details. 

Justizrat Heinrich Marx was to propose the main toast at the banquet. 
Whether for his acumen or by virtue of the standing he had achieved among his 
fellows, he had been chosen to head the actual organizing committee, which 
included a judge, a notary and two other lawyers. The short ‘festive address’ he 
delivered before the 160 leading citizens assembled at the Casino on 13 January 
1834 was a masterpiece of diplomatic ambiguity and would have been coura- 
geous for anyone in the current circumstances, and not only for a converted Jew 
who risked a career he had so cautiously built, and at no mean price to himself 
and his family. 

‘Gentlemen’, he began, ‘one sentiment unites us at this celebration.’ And 
launching straight into a tribute to the 4 deputies, he expressed the unanimous 
gratitude of the gathering for the fight they had put up ‘by word and deed, 
sacrifice and courage, on behalf of truth and justice.’ Then he addressed himself 
to praising Prussia’s King Friedrich Wilhelm III for having instituted the Diet, 
in words which were seen as an indirect protest against any plan to suppress it: 


it is our pleasant, nay holy civic duty to express our deepest thanks 
and most ardent wishes to our good Monarch, to whose magnanimity 
we owe the first institution of a popular representation. In the ful- 
ness of his absolute power he voluntarily established the provincial 
Diets, so that the truth should rise and reach the high steps of his 
throne.., with pride we hear even foreign nations praise the justice of 
our King. But where justice reigns, there truth too must find an open 
door... His noble heart will always be favourable and open to the just 
and reasonable demands of his people. Long live His Majesty! Hoch! 


The immediate Prussian reaction, uttered by the Minister of Justice Von 
Kamptz, was one of cold fury: “The deputies no longer think of themselves as 
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delegates to a German provincial Diet, but as representatives of the people and the 
public in the taverns confirms them in this mania by praising them ~ as in Eng- 
land — for their achievement in averting dangerous plots against the Diet and by 
making speeches awarding them the civic crown [Author’s italics].’ Burgomaster 
Haw’s attempts to play down the incident and calm the Prussian anger might 
have had a chance of success, had not the ‘Casino affair’ had a second instalment. 

‘Casino affair No. 2’ developed less than a fortnight after the first, when — on 
25 January ~ another banquet was held to celebrate the twenty-fifth anniversary 
of the Society’s foundation under the French. On this occasion, some of the 
assembled elite of Trier, stuffed with food and wine, not only kept singing the 
Marseillaise and the Parisienne, but — worst of all — a silken tricolour decorated 
with symbols of the July Revolution was produced and some of the drunken 
Casino members kissed and ‘even knelt in front of it adoringly’. With Heinrich 
Marx present, one of his colleagues, Advocate Brixius, rose to declare: ‘But for 
the July Revolution, we would all be eating grass now and be treated like beasts.’ 
Brixius was charged with high treason. Tried in December 1834, he was acquit- 
ted, but the state appealed the verdict, and the case was to be heard again in 
Cologne in 1835. 

Although suppressed in Trier’s Zeitung, news of the Casino incidents was 
published in Cologne, Coblenz and even Paris. The King of Prussia asked for a 
report, and the Crown Prince expressed his indignation. Disciplinary proceed- 
ings were instituted against Haw for sending the Crown Prince a letter accusing 
the Regierungsprasident of aggravating tension by his ‘unwisdom’ and ‘tact- 
less’ importuning. With the entire town council petitioning the King on behalf 
of the burgomaster, Haw was let off with a fine of 50 Thaler. Wyttenbach, the 
headmaster of the Gymnasium, and one of his teachers were placed on a list of 
political suspects. l 

The ‘Casino affair’ is chiefly of interest for its effect on Heinrich Marx’s 16- 
year-old son. Because of an unsubstantiated report that Marx ‘at once retracted 
everything’, biographers of Karl Marx have tended to judge him harshly. Thus, 
Isaiah Berlin, in a cautious but forceful phrase, considered it ‘not improbable 
that... his father’s craven and submissive attitude made a definite impression on 
his eldest son Karl... and left behind it a smouldering sense of resentment, 
which later events fanned into a flame.” While McLellan described Heinrich 
Marx’s speech as ‘characteristically moderate and deferential’, Raddatz sug- 
gested that, in thanking the anti-Semitic King, Karl’s father ‘was either seized 
by horror vacui or was mocking him.’ The Prussian authorities obviously took 
the latter view, to judge by the sharp reaction of the Minister of Justice, not to 
mention the fact that the Paris daily Le Constitutionnel saluted ‘the liberal 
speeches’ delivered at a ‘brilliant banquet’ in Trier. 
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Finally, Padover wrote in 1979 that to the teen-aged Karl Marx ‘men like 
Brixius, Haw, Wyttenbach, and, of course, his father, must have been heroes, 
symbols of resistance to what was, in some ways, a police state.’ 

This was most likely the case, with one qualification. Karl’s father was invol- 
ved, together with Haw and Wyttenbach, in efforts to placate the authorities 
and to have the Casino reopened. He had a prudent, juridical side, which 
showed when the Prussians foisted a co-headmaster on Wyttenbach in the 
person of a teacher, Dr Vitus Loers, known for his reactionary views. When 
Karl Marx later left for the university, he and one other pupil made a point of 
taking leave of all their teachers except this Loers, whom they obviously 
regarded as an informer. At the festive installation of this commissar, Heinrich 
Marx, as he wrote to his son, ‘nearly cried over the humiliation of the good 
Wyttenbach... I told him that you too were greatly devoted to him and that you 
had meant to write a poem in his honour, but had not done so for lack of time. 
You have no idea how happy this made him. For my sake, will you please send 
me a couple of verses for him?” 

At the same time he did not fail to mention to his son that ‘Loers was most 
annoyed that you did not pay him a farewell visit. I had to make up an innocent 
lie and told him... we had called on him during his absence.’ The son never 
answered this letter, or if he did his answer has not been preserved. He admired 
the bravura of his father’s Casino speech, but was less impressed by his apolo- 
getic tendency and the little subterfuges dictated by his anxiety not to offend, 
now that he was politically suspect. 


In the autumn of 1834, Karl Marx entered the graduating class of Trier’s Gym- 
nasium. The school, adjoining a Jesuit church built in 1563, was situated in a 
stately late-Renaissance four-storey building, with two towers on the corners 
and a statue in the front courtyard. In the course of the centuries it had housed 
an alternating succession of religious and worldly institutions, and under 
Napoleon the Collège de Trèves. A seminary for Catholic priests in the same 
complex had been abolished with the Prussian take-over in 1815; a government 
decree had converted the Jesuit church, over the protests of the Catholic popu- 
lation, into a Protestant-Evangelical place of worship, but the Gymnasium next 
to it was a secular secondary school. 

The 1834-35 school year had hardly started when a ministerial complaint 
from Berlin drew the attention of the Oberprasident in Coblenz to the lack of 
discipline at the Gymnasium. Indeed, most of the teachers, headed by Wytten- 
bach, not only shared the general Rhenish resentment of the Prussian rule but 
resisted its attempts to impose any regimentation of the students, physical or 
mental. Wyttenbach, for instance, had recently rejected a proposal to introduce 
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gymnastic training on the grounds that no teacher was ready to take time off 
serious educational work and devote it to physical exercises or callisthenics. 

Dr Johann Hugo Wyttenbach, whom the Prussians had appointed principal 
in 1815, had started his teaching career in 1799. He had been raised on the ideas 
of the Enlightenment, was an admirer of Leibniz, Rousseau and Benjamin 
Franklin, and the storming of the Bastille, ‘for all its cold horror’, had kindled 
in him a ‘burning expectation of freedom dawning over all the earth.’ The sub- 
ject he taught was history, but Goethe, on a visit to Trier, was impressed by his 
understanding of Kant’s philosophy. It was largely due to the stewardship of 
this highly cultured humanist that the Gymnasium had achieved a good 
scholastic reputation. 

Most of the Gymnasium’s dedicated teachers had grown to maturity under 
the liberties granted by the French. A later Prussian report summing up their 
‘pernicious’ influence charged them specifically with passing on their own 
youthful ‘freedom dizziness’ to the young generation to which Karl Marx 
belonged. The composition of his graduating class, however, tells us something 
else about the school. Of the 32 pupils in the class, the youngest was 16 years 
old; Marx and two others were 17; most of the others were in the 18 to 22 age 
group; and two were as old as 24 and 27. This was due to the fact that only 8 
pupils, 7 Protestants (including Karl Marx) and one Catholic, were the sons of 
educated and well-established burghers, such as notaries or officials. They all 
meant to go on to universities to study law or medicine. The rest, representing 
the province’s vast Catholic majority, were the sons of less affluent artisans, 
tradesmen, vintners and peasants who mostly sent them to the Gymnasium to 
take its courses in theology on stipends available to candidates for the priest- 
hood, and sometimes simply to keep them out of the army. 

Karl Marx, in a letter to Engels, later referred to the 10 or 11 stipend-holders 
among his classmates as ‘country bumpkins’ distinguished by their “denseness 
and advanced age’. Due to the economic crisis and other factors, the number of 
the school’s pupils had in the past 10 years fallen from 505 to 320. The Catholics 
worried that this would lead to a shortage of theologians, but the Gymnasium — 
having in a sense taken the place of the former French seminary — continued to 
produce proportionately the largest number of Catholic clerics. As a youth Karl 
Marx, rather than worrying like his teachers about the adverse effect of this on 
the school’s academic level, was probably more annoyed by the boring company 
of the ‘country bumpkins’. He and a few other classmates belonged to a literary 
circle that met at a restaurant-bar on Trier’s Cattle Market, where they dis- 
cussed the latest poetry and their latest pranks amid much laughter and raillery. 

On the morning of 13 September 1835, Marx set out for the final stage of 
his school-leaving examinations. The written examinations in religion, Greek, 
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German composition, Latin, French and mathematics had taken place, in that 
order, in August. Now, before a ‘Royal Examination Committee’ headed by 
Education Commissioner Theodor Brueggemann, and otherwise comprising 
headmaster Wyttenbach and 6 other teachers, he was to sit for the decisive oral 
tests in the same subjects (except for German), with the addition of history, 
geography, natural history and physics. The tests were to last a full week. 

Marx was one of 22 pupils sitting for the exams — 10 had dropped out before. 
Far from being an under-privileged child, he had grown up in comfort, in a 
family affluent enough to own a house which (as the tax assessors noted when 
fixing the municipal rates) had 14 windows and doors. The house was full of 
children, but there were two maids to help his mother. The continuing poverty 
in the Trier district had in the last two years driven 300 families to emigrate to 
North America and elsewhere. Karl’s father, as an attorney-barrister, dealt with 
such results of the social situation as theft, prostitution and crime. One of the 
high school teachers, Thomas Simon, who had been a poor-law guardian, wrote 
that he made it his job to hold up to the students the ‘heart-breaking reality’ of 
poverty. ‘What makes a man into a human being’, he told them, ‘is not the pos- 
session of cold, filthy, printed money, but character, principles, reason and sym- 
pathy for the weal and woe of one’s fellow men.’ 

At home, at the Gymnasium and in the streets of Trier, Marx certainly saw 
and heard enough to make him aware not only of the local anti-Prussian feeling 
but of the prevailing social conditions. There is no shred of information to indi- 
cate how this awareness affected him, what sympathy he felt for the woes of 
suffering humanity, or how early he developed a social conscience. Trier had pro- 
duced an early Socialist world reformer of some note in the person of Ludwig 
Gall, a former District Clerk to the Prussian administration in Trier, who — in 
between establishing a settlement for German emigrants at Harrisburg, Pennsyl- 
vania, inventing a ‘steam-distillation-apparatus’ and eventually developing the 
world’s first washing machine — published several pamphlets graphically describ- 
ing the poverty and misery of ‘the majority of society’, day labourers, dirt far- 
mers, manual workers, etc. Gall, however, had left Trier some years before, and 
the time was yet to come when Baron von Westphalen, who had worked with him 
in the Trier administration, took a liking to his future son-in-law and acquainted 
him with Gall’s proposals for improving working-class conditions. 

If Karl showed any interest in politics or the social question while at the 
Gymnasium, nothing is known about it. At one point the school was searched, 
and in 1834 another pupil was jailed for a month for writing a seditious poem. 
Although Karl’s father was now politically suspect, Karl’s name never appeared 
on the police spy’s lists of radical students. The future author of Das Kapital 
wrote verse and his aspiration was to become a poet. 
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Nor was he an outstanding pupil. Only his Latin and German essays earned 
him the then German equivalent of an ‘A’ each. His translation from a Greek 
text by Sophocles was marked ‘mediocre’, as was his translation of a German 
text into French. He did slightly better in translating a French passage into 
German (‘fairly satisfactory’); his solution of a mathematical problem was ‘sat- 
isfactory’, but the written test in trigonometry was rated simply ‘failure’. Sur- 
prisingly, his performance in history was not outstanding. His written essays 
being the earliest surviving documents in his hand, they have been extensively 
analyzed, and none more so — in view of his later atheism — than the paper he 
wrote on “The Union of the Faithful with Christ according to John 15:1-14, 
presented in Its Reason and Being, in its Absolute Necessity and Its Effects’. 

Young Marx began this essay with some remarks on the pre-Christian era. In 
a statement almost as categorical as, though more long-winded than, the famous 
sentence which 13 years later was to open The Communist Manifesto — ‘The 
history of all hitherto existing societies is the history of class struggles’ — he 
affirmed that ‘History, the great teacher of mankind’, had ‘engraved with an iron 
stylus’ the fact that even the greatest and most cultured nations in the era before 
Christ had no morality, and that ‘even their virtues were more the product of a 
raw greatness, of unrestrained egoism, of a passion for fame and heroic deeds 
than a striving for true perfection... The ancient nations, these savages’, were 
‘inwardly convinced of their worthlessness and they tried to atone for their guilt 
by sacrificing to their deities. Thus the history of mankind teaches us the neces- 
sity of the union with Christ.’ Besides history, young Marx invoked ‘reason and 
the word of Christ himself? as ‘loud and convincing proof that the union with 
him is absolutely necessary.’ Those who rejected it faced the Lord’s judgment, 
while those who accepted it were purified, since ‘God alone can redeem’ man 
from the sinfulness overlaying ‘the spark of the divine in his breast, his enthusi- 
asm for the good, his striving after knowledge and desire for truth.’ 

Embroidering on Christ’s parable of the vine and the branch, he filled his 
long essay (4 pages when printed) with many pious expressions and concluded 
it by saying: 


Thus the union with Christ affords inner uplift, comfort in suffering, 
calm confidence and a heart open to love of one’s fellows... The 
union with Christ imparts a joyousness which the Epicurean vainly 
seeks in his superficial philosophy and the thinker vainly tries to 
snatch at in the hidden profundities of knowledge, but which the 
soul can attain only through unrestrained and childlike union with 
Christ, and through him with God, and which alone makes for a 
more beautiful and elevated life. 
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Pastor Johann Abraham Kiipper was disappointed both with the contents of 
this essay and with its florid style. Küpper had baptized Marx as a child. Twice 
a week in the Gymnasium he had given him and the 6 other Protestant- 
Evangelical students in the class religious instruction. While in the oral test the 
examiners declared themselves satisfied with Marx’s ‘knowledge of the Christ- 
ian faith and morals’ — and, aware of his origin, even remarked that he knew ‘a 
little of the history of the Christian church’ — Pastor Kiipper had expected his 
pupil to do better in the essay. Praising its ‘vigorous presentation’, he noted on 
the margin that it ‘nowhere dealt with the essence’ or nature of the union with 
Christ, that its treatment of the reason for it was ‘one-sided’, and that Marx had 
‘demonstrated its necessity only imperfectly.’ 

Worse, from posterity’s viewpoint, the essay tells us little about Marx’s reli- 
gious feelings — so little, in fact, that while Padover thought it ‘possible that Karl 
did not believe the nonsensical pieties’ in his essay, ‘with their patronizing atti- 
tude toward non-Christians past, present and future’, Bruce Mazlish has 
engaged in a lengthy argument to prove the opposite. Although noting that 
young Marx very soon ‘lost his faith’ and became a militant atheist, Mazlish 
held to the position, nevertheless, that Marx was not hypocritical in this particu- 
lar instance. Rather, ‘he accepted the obligatory Christian teachings offered him 
without undue strain or scepticism’, but was caught in a conflict between his 
ambition and ‘his Christian beliefs [which] told him that ambition was sinful.’ 
Mazlish admitted, however, that there is ‘no documentation for the cause of his 
loss of faith, or its vicissitudes.’” 

Marx’s German composition, ‘Reflections of a Young Man on the Choice of 
a Profession’, is a different type of document. Unlike anything known or 
assumed about the environmental and other influences he absorbed during his 
childhood and youth before he left home to enrol at Bonn University — or even 
the image we get of him through the prism of his father’s letters to him or the 
tales and reminiscences of his fellow students — in this German essay Marx for 
the first time speaks to us in his own authentic voice, his ‘inner voice’, as he 
called it. Carrying as it does something of the ring of the mighty voice that was 
to resound around the world, the question as to where it came from, what it 
represented and how the ideal profession he envisioned at 17 compared with his 
mature life and work was to cause much discussion in the the last quarter of the 
2oth century, when ‘Marxism’ — as Mazlish observed in 1984 — had ‘come to 
hold sway over more hearts and minds, or at least to dominate the ideologies of 
those in power in proportionately more parts of the world than any one of the 
major historical religions.’3 

A mere 7 years after his final high school examinations, Marx began to wield 
his pen in a manner that was posthumously to assure him a greater influence on 
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history than many an armed conqueror. We know who and what he became, but 
not who he was as he set out to start life on his own. In his German essay he left 
posterity a document reflecting a whole range of ideas, problems and ‘vicissi- 
tudes’ agitating his mind — some of them related and others unrelated to the 
religious conflict troubling his soul — and revealing a number of contradictory 
influences he experienced at home and at school during the otherwise blank 
period of his childhood and youth. 

It is a document all the more remarkable because, while indirectly lighting up 
elements that had gone into the making of his personality at 17, it reads almost 
like a scenario forecasting in outline the course of his own life and his role in 
history. 


‘He was a terrible tyrant to his sisters, forcing them to play coachman 
and horses and to drive him down the Markusberg in Trier at a 
gallop; worse, he insisted that they eat the dirty dough he kneaded 
into cakes with his dirty hands. But they stood the “driving” and ate 
the “cakes” without a murmur, for the sake of the stories Karl would 
tell them as a reward for their compliance.”* 


This story, which Marx’s daughter Eleanor heard a long time later from his two 
youngest sisters and published after his death, is practically the only extant 
report of him as a child. Like that other imperious character, Bakunin, though 
not for the same reasons, the Marx boy lorded it over his 5 sisters and two 
brothers. Not only was he the brightest and most promising of them, he was 
also the healthiest and most robust in a brood of ọ sickly children, one of whom 
had already died while 4 others were to succumb to tuberculosis. He was in 
every respect his doting parents’ favourite, their G/ückskind, ‘Fortune’s child’. 

The enormous and minute research into his life has established such details 
as that he was circumcised at birth and taught to write by the bookseller Mon- 
tigny who lived near the Marx house in the Simeonstrasse. He is believed to 
have got his elementary education at Trier’s Evangelical Volksschule, but there 
is no record of him before he entered the Gymnasium. As late as 1973, McLel- 
lan wrote that ‘up to the age of twelve Marx was probably educated at home’;5 
and it is not inconceivable that he was prepared for the Gymnasium by his 
father and some private tutor. 

The fact, however, that his father had him and the rest of his children bap- 
tized in August 1824, three months after Karl was 6 and had reached school 
age, would seem to indicate that the timing was connected with his wish to 
assure his admission to the public Volksschule, which accepted only Christian 
children. Following complaints that Trier’s 50 Jewish children were getting 
only an ‘inadequate’ education from private tutors or none at all, the Prussian 
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authorities on 13 September 1824 issucd a decree ostensibly putting an end to 
their exclusion from Christian public schools; in practice, with the inspector of 
education observing that the textbooks were permeated with references to 
Christianity and that ‘one would have to remove the cross from the school’ to 
make these children welcome, nothing much changed. As late as 1832, accord- 
ing to official figures, 319 Jewish children throughout the Rhineland were get- 
ting an elementary education, but none was at a public school, meaning they 
continued to be relegated to inferior private or Jewish schools (which Christians 
were forbidden to attend).° 

Heinrich Marx, who realized at an early stage that Karl had ‘splendid natu- 
ral gifts’, did not wait for these developments. Karl and his siblings were bap- 
tized in the last week of August 1824, a fortnight ahead of the hypocritical 
Prussian decree and a year or so before the opening of a Jewish school in Trier, 
which dispensed only two hours’ daily tuition. His father thus made sure that 
Karl would meet with no hindrance in getting the best available education both 
at the Volksschule, if he attended it, and certainly at the Gymnasium, which 
during his 5 years of study there included no Jewish pupils either. 

According to Padover, writing in 1979, the baptism of the Marx children — 
Sophie (8), Karl (6), Hermann (5), Henriette (4), Luise (3), Emilie (2) and 
Karoline (a three-weeks-old baby) — took place ‘in the Trier Evangelical 
church’, that is, in the converted former Jesuit church adjoining the Gymna- 
sium. It was indeed at the altar of this church that Karl Marx was confirmed 
when he was 14. As far as his baptism is concerned, however, all German 
authors, Monz, Raddatz, Kiinzli, maintain that this took place at the Marx 
home. The baptismal register merely records that it was performed on 26 
August 1824. Indeed, although any assumption is as good as the other, Marx’s 
father, always mindful of his steps, probably preferred to avoid the limelight of 
a church ceremony and the small-town talk likely to be stirred by the public 
mass baptism of 7 offspring of a well-known rabbinical family, especially as 
their mother remained Jewish and the father’s brother Samuel Marx continued 
to be the Oberrabbiner of the district. 

Marx had chosen Protestantism for himself and his children partly because, 
even under the proselytizing Prussian regime which had forced him to convert, 
it was a more enlightened and progressive religion than Roman Catholicism. 
And it is a little-known footnote to history that this and the baptism of his chil- 
dren in a home ceremony may have saved him and his family the kind of spot- 
lighting that not many years later was to be given to the Catholic baptism of one 
of its lesser known members — Heinrich Marx’s younger brother Cerf (Hirsch) 
Marx (b. 1790) — and his family of 4 at Aachen (Aix-la-Chapelle). This was 
made the occasion for a brochure titled ‘The Baptism of a Jew-Family on the 
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Eve of Holy Pentecost 1831, at the Parish Church of St Nicholas in Aachen’. 
Printed with the sanction of the Cologne archbishopric, with an introduction 
by the parish priest L.A. Nellessen, this document, recovered and re-published 
in 1975,’ emphasized in a rather triumphalist tone that the said Cerf Marx 
came of an old and ‘genuine rabbinical family’. The brochure mentioned his 
grandfather and great-grandfather; his mother’s second marriage to the Chief 
Rabbi of Amsterdam; the fact that his brother Samuel Marx, the Oberrabbiner, 
had attended Napoleon’s 1806 Great Sanhedrin in Paris; and dwelt at some 
length not only on the life-story of this Cerf Marx, who was a watchmaker, but 
on the crowded, three-hour-long church ceremony which his family had under- 
gone and the ‘devotion’ with which they since attended Holy Mass and 
marched in processions. 

In the case of Karl Marx and his siblings, the 1824 entry in the register con- 
tained a note to the effect that the mother, Henriette Marx, while not yet ready 
to embrace Christianity herself, had agreed to the baptism of her 7 children 
(the eighth, Eduard, had yet to be born and was baptized a year and a half 
later). Five respectable burghers and their wives acted as godparents to the chil- 
dren. The men included three of Heinrich Marx’s fellow-lawyers and two gov- 
ernnment officials. One of the wives was a daughter of Pastor Kiipper, who had 
prepared Karl for the baptism. More than a century after the event, Kiinzli’s 
and Hubert Schiel’s obliquely ironic assertion that ‘the reception of Karl Marx 
into the fold of Christianity was celebrated by the army of godparents at a great 
family feast’ — for which no evidence has been found — was still drawing debate 
and denials from others, although the point is immaterial.® 

The more important facts are, first, that Heinrich Marx allowed 5 years to 
elapse between his own baptism and that of his children; and secondly, that 
even then his wife refused to convert on the grounds (stated in the baptismal 
register) that her parents were still alive. These are the two pillars on which 
Kiinzli in 1966 built a whole edifice of references from Marx's personal corre- 
spondence and public writings to show the lasting and in many ways nefarious 
effect on his life, work and whole persona of this ‘conversion conflict’ and other 
disjunctive influences he absorbed during his formative years before he left 
home at the age of 17. Although mostly well-reasoned and documented, 
Kiinzli’s Psychographie raised the hackles of orthodox Marx biographers. Most 
if not all of them chose to ignore it, and it has never been translated into 
English. 

Kiinzli proved right in assuming that the reason given by Henriette Marx for 
delaying her baptism in 1824 was merely a ‘pretext’, for it has since been estab- 
lished that when she finally accepted baptism in a private, ‘almost clandestine’ 
ceremony on 20 November 1825, both her parents were still alive in Holland. 
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Kiinzli’s view that Karl Marx’s mother nevertheless remained Jewish at heart to 
the end of her days is shared by practically all his biographers, on the basis of 
her oft-quoted letter, written 18 years after her baptism, in which — speaking of 
the departure of her daughter Luise for distant Capetown — she wrote: ‘It 
seems that the fate of the People of I[srael] is again being realized in me — that 
my children should be scattered throughout the world...” But Kiinzli went 
much further. He claimed that some time before the age of 6 Karl Marx must 
have noticed his mother’s inner conflict in the matter of baptism, and that his 
parents were divided on the subject; that, whether they argued about it calmly 
or heatedly before their disagreement became public with his mother’s absten- 
tion from baptism in 1824, he must have wondered about ‘the why and where- 
fore’ of baptism and about the question ‘why not mother too’; and that, at the 
latest in November 1825, when his mother finally gave up her long resistance 
and Karl was past 7 — ‘an age at which even less alert children become conscious 
of parental dissension’ — this conflict decisively and traumatically influenced 
the images he formed of his parents.? 

One distinctive feature of Marx’s German essay on the choice of a profes- 
sion is his idealistic approach in proclaiming that ‘History calls those the great- 
est men who ennoble themselves by working for the universal’, and in such 
hyperbolic statements as ‘Our happiness belongs to millions’. To man, young 
Marx wrote at the beginning of his essay, ‘the Deity [Gottheit] gave a general 
role, that of ennobling mankind and himself’, but man is free to choose ‘the 
most appropriate position in society’ from which he can best pursue it. “This 
choice is a great privilege of man over the rest of creation, but at the same time 
it is an act which can destroy his whole life, frustrate all his plans and make him 
unhappy.’ With this note of alarm he introduced a contrasting feature running 
through the essay, devoting the greater part of it to a catalogue of temptations 
and delusions — excessive ambition, lust for glory, ‘the glitter of great things’, 
inflamed fantasy and ‘instincts unrestrained by reason’ — that may lure the 
young to ‘plunge headlong towards the goal which we fancy the Deity itself is 
pointing at’, only to come to a fall and find ‘our entire existence shattered’. 

Fortunately, ‘the Deity which never leaves earthlings without some guid- 
ance’ helps a young man navigate the pitfalls attending the choice of a career. 
The goal or purpose in life allotted to every man may appear large to him, but is 
indeed so if it stems from his ‘innermost conviction’. This is the supreme test 
the young man has to apply when carefully weighing all the circumstances. As a 
last resort, Karl added, when unable to see one’s way, ‘our heart turns to our 
parents, who have already encountered the vicissitudes of fate.’ 

In analyzing this essay, Kiinzli, a philosopher who also studied Jungian psy- 
chiatry, drew attention to the fact that, instead of dealing in concrete terms 
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with the choice of a profession (Beruf in German), Marx turned the entire 
essay into an abstract discussion of the need for a young man to follow his 
calling or vocation (Berufung), to listen to his ‘inner voice’ and Jet himself be 
guided by nothing but his ‘innermost conviction’. He further pointed out that 
in more than one place the young Marx identified this ‘innermost conviction’, 
or ‘inner voice’, or ‘the innermost voice of the heart’ with the voice of ‘the 
Deity... which speaks softly but firmly’; and that in one place he actually 
referred to the inner voice as ‘the call (Ruf) of the Deity’. 

Kiinzli submitted that, far from being metaphorical or reflecting Headmaster 
Wyttenbach’s influence — as the passages about ‘ennobling mankind’ obviously 
do — this sprang subconsciously from certain ideas implanted in him by his 
mother. According to Kiinzli, the silence later maintained by the adult Marx 
about his mother induced even sober biographers to follow in his wake and rele- 
gate her to a practically insignificant role in his life. Kiinzli, on the contrary, 
pointed out that such total repression into the unconscious of the mother and 
all she represents in most cases ‘known to experience’ assumes ‘a determining 
compulsive power over the person involved.’ 

Echoing Horst Wittig’s view that ‘during his childhood Karl Marx certainly 
heard from his mother about his ancestors and their religion’, Ktinzli went so 
far as to declare that, along with some idea of his Jewish heritage, Karl’s mother 
passed on to him nothing less than the ancient notion that as the eldest son he 
was “the son of God”, that he belonged to God.’ In support of this he invoked 
the Old Testament verse ‘Sanctify unto me all the firstborn.’ 

The Encyclopaedia Judaica confirms that ‘at one time firstborn sons were 
devoted to cultic service as temple slaves, Nazarites and the like’, but adds: 
‘Subsequently other arrangements were made for supplying cultic personnel, 
while the erstwhile sanctity of the firstborn was lifted through redemption.’ 
The Old Testament verse quoted by Kiinzli actually prescribed the manner in 
which the Jews, as a reminder of the Lord’s sparing them when Egypt’s first- 
born were struck, were to ‘redeem every male firstling’ for a fee of ‘five silver 
shekels’ payable to the tribe of priests. In practice, once a male firstborn has 
proved himself viable by surviving the first 30 days of life he is, on the 31st day, 
redeemed in a symbolic ceremony by the father handing the equivalent of ‘five 
silver shekels’ (in medieval times, according to the Encyclopaedia, ‘two Reich- 
sthaler, today five U.S. dollars’) to a descendant of the tribe of Aaron; and since 
descent from Aaron’s tribe is merely presumptive, the kohen (priest) often 
returns the coins to the father. 1° 

Kiinzli, however, attached decisive importance to the Marx family’s ancestral 
heritage. While noting that Karl’s father remained unaffected by the potent ‘leg- 
acy of world-famous scholars who since the fifteenth [sic] century distinguished 
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themselves by their sense of justice and social concerns’, he wrote that this 
legacy, like ‘a stream temporarily disappearing in a subterranean bed’, broke 
forth again, through the mother’s intermediary, in the son. He observed that the 
father, in trying to guide his son’s career after he left home, never once in his 
letters invoked ‘the Deity’, but always gave him practical, ‘homebaked-oppor- 
tunist’ advice. As for the legacy subconsciously manifesting itself a generation 
later in the son, Kiinzli cited more than one instance of such unexpected erup- 
tions, including the case of Karl Marx’s own daughter Eleanor, who although 
half-Jewish and not religious, was to proclaim: ‘I am a Jewess.’ 

Kiinzli detected in Marx’s youthful essay a predisposition, an ‘inner pre- 
paredness’, not only to assume so elevated a role, but to believe in the related 
idea that he was himself ‘god-like’ and that — the Deity itself signifying ‘perfec- 
tion’ — he must strive to attain similar perfection in fulfilling his universal 
mission. In support of this, Kiinzli adduced the fact that Marx was inextricably 
linking the welfare of mankind and his own perfection in the passage: “The 
guiding principle in choosing one’s vocation must be the welfare of mankind, 
our own perfection... The nature of man is so constituted that he can attain his 
own perfection only when he works for the perfection and welfare of his fellow 
men. If he works only for himself, he may become a famous scholar, a great 
sage, an excellent poet, but never a perfect, truly great man.’ 

Observing that although Karl spoke of men in general terms, ‘he would not 
have been seventeen had it not been first and foremost his own I speaking,’ 
Kiinzli crowned his probings into the depths of Karl Marx’s subconscious as 
reflected in his graduation essay with the remark that in another of its famous 
passages — “Worth is that which most of all elevates a man, which imparts a 
higher nobility to his actions and all his endeavours, which makes him intangi- 
ble, admired by the masses and raised high above them’ — Marx revealed a sub- 
conscious tendency towards ‘self-deification’. 


There is no evidence that his mother instilled in young Marx anything like ‘a 
preparedness’ for a role corresponding to that of a ‘son of God’. There is no 
knowing whether as a child he watched his mother lighting candles on Friday 
night, or whether the Sabbath and other Jewish holidays, rituals or customs 
were observed in the Marx home for any length of time. Henriette Marx seems 
to have received some secular education in Holland, for she could read and 
write Dutch. But she had grown up ina traditional Jewish home, and unlike her 
enlightened and assimilated husband it is conceivable that, being proud of her 
lineage from ‘the Exalted’ Rabbi Judah Loew of Prague, she inculcated in Karl 
the idea that he too was one of ‘the elect’, a special person, destined to be a 
great rabbi or scholar. One may also accept Stanley Hyman’s ‘doubt that Marx’s 
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childhood was as antiseptic as he would have had it’ and subscribe to his view — 
expressed before the full list of Marx’s forefathers was known — that ‘one can 
doubt the inheritance of Jewish thought patterns, but some cultural transmis- 
sion is certain? ™ 

But this does not mean that his mother passed on to him anything like the 
erstwhile notion of the ‘sanctity of the firstborn’, which had lapsed with the 
destruction of the Jerusalem Temple. It is perhaps fitting to let Karl’s mother 
speak for herself. The personality of this little-known figure best emerges from 
her long ‘Postscript’ to one of her husband’s first letters to Karl after his depar- 
ture for Bonn. Written in her ungrammatical German, with hardly a punctua- 
tion mark, it is here reproduced with slight abbreviations in the translation by 
Saul Padover, who has tried to retain the tone and syntax of the original: 


Greatly beloved dear Carl! 


with much pleasure I seize the pen to write to you... you can believe 
me that I greatly yearn for you thank Heaven we are all quite healthy 
everybody is active and diligent... now you cannot ascribe it to the 
weakness of my sex if I am curious to know how you arranged your 
small household, if frugality plays the main role in big as well as in 
little household expenses which is an indispensable necessity, in 
addition I permit myself to remark dear Carl that you must never 
regard cleanliness and orderliness as unimportant because health and 
cheerfulness depend upon them see to it punctually that your rooms 
are scrubbed often set a regular time for it — and you scrub my 
beloved Carl weekly with sponge and soap — how goes it with the 
coffee Do you fabricate it yourself or what, I beg you to report to me 
everything about the housekeeping, your amiable Muse will not feel 
offended by the Prose of your Mother, tell Her that through the infe- 
rior the superior and the better are attained, and so keep well if you 
have a wish for Christmas that I can satisfy I am prepared for it with 
pleasure so keep well my beloved dear Carl be worthy and good and 
always keep God and your Parents before your eyes adieu your loving 
Mother Henriette Marx. 


All the children greet you and kiss you and you are as always the most 
beloved and best. 


Vibrant with spontaneity, motherly love and devotion, it is the letter of a practi- 
cal woman with tubercular children, 4 of whom were fated to die in the next 11 
years. A Dutchwoman appalled by the unsanitary conditions in Trier, she is 
anxious that her son should look after his health and observe elementary 
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hygiene, but hardly sounds like a woman who raised him to some divinely 
ordained mission. 

So much for Karl Marx as ‘the son of God’. As for his early tendency to 
‘selfdeification’, it is true that Heine, for all his friendship with and admiration 
of Marx (whose graduation essay he never read), later referred to him as a 
‘godless self-god’. But this was because he feared the consequences of his mate- 
rialistic-atheist conception, and not because he saw any pretence at transcen- 
dental inspiration in him, which Marx, incidentally — in spite of the tone of 
authority of his dogmatic pronouncements — never claimed for them. Marx, 
who originally repudiated the very term ‘Marxism’ (which Engels was to 
launch on its path of ambiguous glory), would have been surprised to hear that 
in the 1980s he would be called ‘the founder of a great, secular’ or any ‘religion’ 
ona par with Jesus, Buddha and Muhammad. 

Yet certain elements forming the gravamen of Kiinzli’s thesis about the trau- 
matic influence of the ‘conversion conflict’ on the young Marx cannot be dis- 
missed out of hand, and bearing as they do on the high sense of mission 
conspicuously evident in his essay, they deserve to be briefly summarized. 

Marx was by nature a Jungian ‘Denktypus’, approaching the world via his 
intellect, rather than with his feelings, intuition or sensations, a view for which 
Kiinzli found support in his father’s later complaining that the son had more 
brain than heart. The father, early aware of his son’s outstanding faculties, 
introduced him to the rationalist ideas of his favourite French and German 
philosophers. Both parents had high expectations for Karl and treated him like 
a little VIP. But the mother, a homebound woman, busy for years with the birth 
and raising of children, and a stranger to Trier who never learned to write 
German grammatically, did not share her husband’s interest in the Jaw or in the 
philosophies of Leibniz or Kant. Thus she had no substitute for the religion 
she finally gave up, formally at least, for the sake of domestic harmony, her 
husband’s career and her children’s future. 

This intellectual discrepancy, Kiinzli affirmed, aggravated the effect of ‘the 
conversion conflict? on the adolescent Marx. The dissension between his 
parents which he registered as a child was bad enough. To complicate the ten- 
sions it created in his young soul, Karl consciously admired his father and 
largely identified with his Enlightenment ideas of progress; subconsciously, 
however, the spirited youth who described the ideal career as one ‘which offers 
us the widest scope to work for mankind and the universal goal of perfection for 
which every position is only a means’, was beginning to question his father’s 
petty-bourgeois concerns and his cautious, conciliatory temper, which increas- 
ingly made him warn the son to conform and not to overstep the bounds of 
convention. And to compound matters, buried in the depths of his subcon- 
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scious lay the notion, implicit in his father’s pressing for his mother’s and the 
entire family’s conversion, that being Jewish was something to be ashamed of, 
and the outmoded religion that went with it not worth clinging to or fighting 
for. ‘Contempt for one’s own origin’, Kiinzli noted, ‘creates a psychological 
conflict’, and Karl’s unconscious identification of his mother with ‘inferior’ 
Judaism could not but lead to his rejection of both Judaism and his mother. 
‘One rarely rejects something violently about which one has never had strong 
feelings,’ wrote Bruce Mazlish, invoking Marx’s later ‘virulent’ opposition to 
Christianity as an indication of his sincere belief in ‘the union with Christ’ of 
his religious essay. On the same principle, Kiinzli suggested that his violent 
reaction whenever his origin was mentioned and his fierce negation of Judaism 
were a measure of the potency and force of the subconscious legacy passed on 
to him by his mother. 

This legacy, firing his ambition and imbuing him with the mission to 
emulate his great forefathers and work for the perfection of the world, placed 
an enormous responsibility on his shoulders, one, moreover, beset with many 
problems and at least one insuperable obstacle. According to Kiinzli, Marx 
temporarily bridged the conflict between the secularized ‘religion of reason’ 
held up to him by his father and the ‘voice of the Deity’ which he felt was his 
‘inner voice’ by writing in his essay that the Deity gave man a general goal but 
left him free to make choices. But the gravest and most fundamental problem 
Karl was unable to solve at 17 was that through his father’s conversion and his 
own baptism he had been brutally cut off from the powerful ancestral tradition 
legitimizing his sense of being the natural and well-equipped bearer of this 
special mission. 

Adrift in this void, Karl reacted with that anxiety about the fatal conse- 
quences of choosing ‘a profession for which we do not possess the talent’ which 
runs like a leitmotif through the whole essay. “Then the most natural conse- 
quence is self-contempt... Self-contempt is a serpent that ever gnaws at one’s 
breast, sucking the life-blood from one’s heart and mixing it with the poison of 
misanthropy and despair.” And by way of compensating for this terrible 
prospect, Marx, listening to his ‘inner voice’ but alienated from its source, 
chose the hubris of elevating himself to an ‘intangible’, invulnerable god-like 
position high above the crowds. 

Thus far Kiinzli. There were other factors tending to alienate the young 
Marx. One was his intellectual superiority not only to the ‘country bumpkins’ 
at school, but to those of his classmates who (according to his daughter 
Eleanor) ‘loved his pranks’ but feared his verbal aggressiveness and ‘the biting 
satiric verses’ with which he responded to their raillery, with the result that he 
made no lasting friendships. He was also affected, of course, by the worry 
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instilled in him by his parents about his weak lungs, which made him mention 
‘physical constitution’ among the obstacles ‘often threatening’ a young man’s 
career; by his swarthy Semitic complexion and the serious anti-Jewish riots in 
the Rhineland in 1834 which reminded him of his origin even in relatively tol- 
erant but still deeply bigoted Catholic Trier; and by the fact that, contrary to 
previous opinions, Pastor Kiipper, far from sharing Wyttenbach’s and his 
father’s enthusiasm for Kant and Voltaire, taught him that true religiosity 
implied acceptance of ‘the sanctity of the infinite and recognition of man’s sin- 
fulness.’ 

If one adds up all these confusing and contradictory influences on his mind, 
they form a heavy load for a young man to sort out. It is hardly any wonder that, 
driven into a dead end, Karl Marx soon turned against both Judaism and 
Christianity and dedicated himself to the mission of changing and ‘perfecting’ 
the world by choosing revolution as his profession. 

He concluded his German school-leaving essay with some remarkable lines 
for a 17-year-old: ‘When we have chosen the position in which we can do most 
for humanity, burdens cannot bow us down, because they are only sacrifices for 
all. Then we experience no meagre, limited, egoistic joy, but our own happiness 
belongs to millions, our deeds live on quietly but ever actively, and our ashes 
will be moistened by the glowing tears of noble men.’ 

Thus, with high idealistic pathos and enormous ambition, a sense of mission 
and a rather maudlin final accord asking for nothing but posterity’s grateful 
tears, Karl informed his teachers that he aspired to join the ranks of history’s 
‘greatest men... working for the universal.’ As he was soon to begin writing 
Romantic poetry, and next to try his hand at a novel and a drama, but had 
accepted his father’s practical advice to study law — with a view to his eventually 
landing a well-paid post at one of the new courts being established in the Trier 
area — it is all the stranger that he should unconsciously have been prophesying 
his future life and role in history, the role of the saviour of the oppressed 
workers of the world, living like a pauper, suffering exile, working year after 
year at his new gospel in spite of a Job-like affliction of carbuncles and sore 
boils, not to mention lung and liver ailments, ravaging his body and ‘physical 
constitution’. When he died after a life dedicated to his idea of serving human- 
ity, not many men shed tears on his grave, but his deeds were indeed to survive 
and give a mighty impetus to history. 

One should not imagine Marx leaving the Gymnasium perturbed by the 
great political questions of the day. Like many of the young in the Romantic 
1830s, he had begun to doubt some of the Enlightenment values drummed into 
him by his elders and teachers. But not for him the trend of those who made a 
virtue of being misunderstood and paraded their unhappiness with melancholy 
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sighs. He was a high-spirited, ebullient character, rambunctious, self-confident 
and assertive, and at 17 he was in the throes of first love, having won the heart 
of one of Trier’s most beautiful young ladies. 

The beginnings of his romance with the aristocratic Johanne Bertha Julie 
Jenny von Westphalen are shrouded in some mystery, for after Marx’s death his 
daughter Laura Lafargue was to destroy most of their letters. One of Jenny’s, 
first published in the last quarter of the zoth century, shows that it took her 
some time to take the young man’s courtship seriously. Addressed to Karl in 
1838, the letter contains the sentence: ‘Do you remember how at the beginning I 
always said, yes, I love you, how I could never bring myself to say I am in love 
with you?’3 

By the time Karl was to leave for university, however, he and Jenny had 
secretly sworn each other eternal love. Only their respective siblings, Sophie 
and Edgar, were privy to their hope of formally announcing their engagement 
the following summer. Jenny, having reason to fear her family’s opposition, 
would neither write to Karl nor answer his letters. This was the start of the 
young couple’s torments, which were to run parallel with, and to last almost as 
long as, Karl Marx’s intellectual travail before he reached the conclusion that 
society could only be ‘emancipated’ by Communism. 

On 17 October 1835 he embarked on the ‘Express Yacht’ that would take him 
down the Moselle and in 16 hours to Coblenz. His parents, his 5 sisters and two 
brothers and a number of friends were at the pier in the cold to see him off at 4 
a.m. At Coblenz he transferred to one of the new Rhine steamers and three 
days later he registered in the Faculty of Jurisprudence at Bonn University, ‘the 
fortress of Romanticism’, which had been Heine’s first alma mater 15 years 
before. 
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13 


The Romantic Russians in Exile and the Coup that Failed 
in Paris 


In October 1835 Alexander Herzen was preparing for his first winter in Siberia. 
Arrested the previous summer, he had been exiled after being held for 9 months 
in a Moscow prison. His friend Nick Ogarev had been seized first, on 19 July. 
Hearing of his arrest, Herzen, who (in the double life he led) happened to be 
dining with Prince Orlov and other highly placed family friends, made use of 
these connections to get an interview with Prince Golitsyn, the Governor- 
General of Moscow. The latter told him that Ogarev had been arrested ‘by 
order of the Tsar’ for his part in ‘some supper on the 24th of June, at which 
seditious songs had been sung.’ 

Two nights later, Herzen himself was pulled out of bed when a police officer 
came for him. With his father looking on broken-hearted, his mother almost 
fainting, and maids and manservants rushing after him to kiss his hand, he was 
led away by a mixed detachment of 8 Cossacks and policemen. 

Herzen was 22 years old. What had happened was that on 24 June a stool- 
pigeon present at a drunken student party had heard a ditty disrespectful to the 
Tsar. He had thereupon invited the revellers to a champagne party and egged 
them on to repeat it in time for the police to break in and round up some 20 
young men. 

Neither Herzen nor Ogarev had been present at either of the ‘seditious’ 
parties. Ogarev, however, had been observed singing the Marseillaise in front of 
the Malny Theatre the previous December — a few weeks before the same 
republican song set off the ‘Casino affair’ in Trier — together with an older stu- 
dent-poet by the name of Sokolovsky. Although Sokolovsky had not attended 
the incriminating supper either, he was suspected of being the author of the 
offensive song. As letters from Herzen were found in Ogarev’s room, he was 
hauled in too. The secret police had long tried to lay their hands on these three 
for their liberal opinions, but the attempt to implicate them with the group of 
20 students arrested at the supper failed, as the investigators found no evidence 
connecting them with it. 

Tsar Nicholas I thereupon appointed another Inquiry Commission. Nothing 
better illustrates the monstrous workings of his autocracy than some of the 
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things Herzen learned during his long imprisonment. His arrest in July co- 
incided with the start of a prolonged wave of ‘incendiarism’ in Moscow. The 
glare of several fires lit the sky every night. Every morning a magistrate sorted 
out the people rounded up on the scene of the blazes. About half were released, 
the others detained, and some were flogged to extract confessions. In his cell, 
young Herzen could hear the ‘wailing screams, entreaties and howls’ of the 
unseen victims. The board appointed to investigate the fires kept ‘investigating, 
that is thrashing, for six months in a row, but had thrashed out nothing in the 
end.’ By then it was winter and Herzen had been transferred to the Krutitsky 
Barracks. “The Tsar was annoyed and ordered that the thing was to be finished 
in three days.’ From an old captain of gendarmes who was present at the scene, 
Herzen heard how the deadline was kept. Culprits were found, including inno- 
cents who had confessed to arson under the pain of the lashes, and were con- 
demned to ‘punishment by the knout, by branding, and by exile to penal 
servitude. The porters from all the houses were assembled to watch... A groan 
of horror ran through the crowd’ at the sight of lacerated, wounded backs being 
beaten with the knout. The rising murmurs made the police hurry, so for 
efficiency’s sake ‘the executioners dealt the legal number of blows, while others 
did the branding and others riveted fetters.”! 

The new Commission appointed by Tsar Nicholas to investigate Herzen, 
Ogarev and the others suspected of having taken part in the so-called ‘Soko- 
lovsky supper party affair’ was presided over by the Governor-General, Prince 
Sergei Golitsyn. The Commandant of Moscow, an old general who realized the 
absurdity of the charges, begged the Tsar to relieve him of membership in it, 
but Nicholas refused. Another Golitsyn (Prince Alexander) was brought in as 
chief investigator. Three short scenes recorded by Herzen years later give the 
spirit, if not the exact letter, in which the investigation which led to his convic- 
tion, without trial, on charges of lèse majesté was conducted: 

PRINCE ALEXANDER F. GoLyTsin: ‘My late father’s long connection with yours 
makes me take a special interest in you... You are going straight under the white 
strap [i.e., into the hands of the political police] or to the fortress... Your father 
will not survive the day. That you had designs against the government is 
evident. To merit the mercy of the Monarch you must give proofs of your peni- 
tence... Write a letter to the Commission, simply, frankly: say that you feel your 
guilt, that you were led away by your youth, name the unfortunate, misguided 
men who have led you astray... Are you willing at this easy price to redeem your 
future and your father’s life?”? 

After 6 months of investigation which had yielded no incriminating evidence, 
the following exchange took place between Herzen and another member of the 
Commission, Colonel Shubinsky. 
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HERZEN: ‘I should like to know what charge... what article of the Code are you 
applying to me?’ 

Srusinsky: ‘The Code of laws is drawn up for crimes of a different kind... Do 
you really imagine that we believed you, that you have not formed a secret 
society?’ . 

Herzen: ‘Where is the society?’ 

SHusinsky: ‘It is your luck that no traces have been found, that you have not 
succeeded in achieving anything. We stopped you in time, that is, to speak plain- 
ly, we have saved you.”3 

When, after 9 months, the 20 accused were finally assembled before the full 
Commission and heard the sentences which had been confirmed by the Tsar, 
Herzen put in a last protest. 

Herzen: ‘You told me, Colonel, last time I was before the commission, that no 
one accused me of being connected with the supper-party affair. Yet in the sen- 
tence it is stated that I was one of those guilty in connection with that affair.’ 

SHUBINSKY: ‘Do you wish to object to His Majesty’s decision? You had better 
take care... shall order your words to be taken down.’ 

Herzen: ‘I meant to ask you to do so... I am protesting against your report and 
not against the will of His Majesty.’ 

SHUBINSKY: ‘As though you did not know that you are ten times more guilty 
than those who were at the supper party.’ He pointed at one of the young men 
who had been pardoned. ‘He, now, in a state of intoxication sang some filthy 
song, but afterwards he begged forgiveness on his knees with tears. But you are 
still far from any penitence.’ 

HERZEN: ‘Excuse me, [this] is not the point... If I am a murderer, I don’t want 
to be considered a thief...’ 

Suusinsky: ‘If I had a son, my own son, who showed such stubbornness, I 
would myself beg the Tsar to send him to Siberia.” 


Sokolovsky the poet and two others were sent to the Schliisselburg fortress ‘for 
an indefinite period’. One of them, the painter Utin, died in the fortress the fol- 
lowing year. Sokolovsky, who was 27 when sentenced, died 4 years later in the 
Caucasus. 

Herzen, Ogarev and 4 others were notified that ‘as men convicted of lèse 
majesté by singing seditious songs’ they ought ‘by law’ to be executed or sen- 
tenced to penal servitude for life. But the Tsar in his ‘infinite mercy’ had com- 
manded that they be banished from Moscow to do ‘civilian duty for an 
indefinite period in remote provinces.’ 

And so Alexander Herzen was taken on g April 1835 from the Krutitsky 
Barracks to Siberia, almost in a wish-fulfilment of his youthful fancies — the 
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dreams of exile, of prisons and deportation he shared with the girl he loved at 
that time, Ludmilla Passek. The last person to press his hand meaningfully 
before his departure was, however, another young girl, Natalie Zakharin, who 
had fainted on the floor of her home upon first hearing the news of his arrest. 

‘Alexander, don’t forget your sister,’ she whispered as she turned to leave 
with his mother. Natalie was actually Herzen’s cousin, one of the illegitimate 
children of his legendary and terrifying uncle, Alexander Yakovlev — the one- 
time Procurator of the Holy Synod — who had kept a harem of serf-girls in a 
wing of his large house on Moscow’s Tverskoye boulevard. It was the house in 
which Herzen himself had been born, in the same room where some 5 years 
later a sturdy concubine-serf of his uncle’s, a peasant woman by the name of 
Ksenia Zakharin, had delivered Natalie. 

Herzen might never have seen Natalie again but for several quirks of fate. In 
1821, when she was 4, the former Procurator Alexander Yakoviev was allowed 
to return to St Petersburg and left Moscow together with his retinue, including 
his whole brood of offspring. Before the dissolute and spiteful old man died, he 
had — allegedly in order to trick his two brothers, Herzen’s father and the Sena- 
tor, of any prospect of inheriting his vast fortune — married one of his concu- 
bines and legitimized this woman’s son Alexis, making him his sole heir. 

Revolted by the spectacle of his father’s debauched home-life to the point 
where he had once attempted suicide, Alexis had taken refuge in his university 
studies, and chose to live as a recluse in a room equipped as a laboratory. Dis- 
paragingly known as ‘The Chemist’, he was 30 or so when he inherited, among 
many other assets, the old man’s women and decided to get rid of the whole lot 
by packing them off — together with his luckless half-sisters and half-brothers, 
who remained illegitimate — to the remotest of several estates that had fallen to 
him in the heartland of Russia. 

Eight-year-old Natalie might never have been heard of again had not Prin- 
cess Khovansky — a sister of the deceased ex-Procurator — charitably decided to 
offer a home to one of his bastard orphans. The elderly widowed princess lived 
in and ran the large house of her older and frail spinster aunt, the Princess 
Meshchersky. Natalie, a shy delicate-looking little girl, was separated from her 
mother and taken to the ancient Meshchersky mansion, where she was given a 
good education, but grew up waif-like under the strict supervision of the two 
princesses. There Herzen as a boy first saw her on the rare occasions when his 
paternal family came to pay their respects to Princess Meshchersky. 

Whereas this withered but dignified, waxen-faced lady, born half a century 
before the French Revolution, was too old and desiccated to offer much love, 
warmth or inspiration to a child even before she died a year or two later, Prin- 
cess Khovansky was a heartless termagant. It was only shortly before his arrest 
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in 1834 that Herzen realized how much Natalie suffered under the constant 
reproofs, taunts and general tyranny of the Khovansky widow. Frequently 
reminded by others of what she owed her ‘benefactress’, she bore her fate nobly. 

Herzen felt drawn to the intelligent but sad-eyed girl and his visits consider- 
ably brightened her lonely adolescence in the gloomy mansion. Natalie struck 
Herzen as a graceful, gentle ‘child on the verge of womanhood’ and in an access 
of sympathy, affection and budding love had lately started calling her ‘little 
sister’. 

‘A few hours before departure... my last word as I go away shall be for you,’ 
he wrote to Natalie from the Krutitsky Barracks. He had no idea when he 
would see her again. But ‘bright is the thought of your affection,’ he scribbled, 
‘the exile will never forget his charming sister. 

‘Perhaps... but I cannot finish, for they have come for me...’ Then, escorted 
by a gendarme, he set out on the journey to Perm, on the Siberian border. His 
stay in prison, the screams that woke him at night and the thought that people 
who were in all probability quite innocent were lying ‘in chains, with lacerated 
wounds on their backs’ only a few paces from him taught Herzen that the true 
victims of the corruption of justice in Russia were its ordinary, humble people, 
peasants, house-serfs and workmen, whose ‘martyrdom’ began before the pro- 
cess of law had taken place. Political prisoners like himself, who were mostly 
upper-class, were kept ‘in close custody and punished savagely, but their fate 
bears no comparison with the fate of the poor.’ 

Indeed, Herzen’s personal valet accompanied him to Perm, a distance of 
some 1,300 kilometres from Moscow. They travelled by road from stage post to 
stage post, a strenuous journey in the rain and sleet of April, and at one point 
the valet who was to ease Herzen’s exile nearly drowned while they were cross- 
ing the Volga in a raft. 

When they finally reached the Siberian border the Governor of Perm decided 
that Herzen was to be taken another couple of hundred kilometres further, to 
live and to work ‘under the supervision of the local authorities’ in the little town 
of Vyatka. On his way there, stopping to change horses in a ceaseless downpour, 
he ran into an elderly officer escorting a crowd of Jewish ‘boys of eight or nine 
years old’ who had been impressed for service in the navy or army. ‘They stood 
in thick, clumsy soldiers’ overcoats, with stand-up collars, fixing helpless, pitiful 
eyes on the garrison soldiers who were roughly getting them into ranks.’ 

The officer commiserated with his charges: ‘It’s an ugly business... At first 
the orders were to drive them to Perm; then there was a change and we are driv- 
ing them to Kazan. I took them over a hundred versts farther back. The officer 
who handed them over said, “It’s dreadful, and that’s all about it. A third were 
left on the way” (and the officer pointed to the cold earth). Not half will reach 
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their destination.’ Indeed, looking at their white-lipped faces and blue-ringed 
eyes ‘attesting to fever or chill’, Herzen felt that ‘exposed to the icy wind 
blowing from the Arctic Ocean, they were going to their graves... Boys of 
twelve or thirteen might somehow have survived it, but little fellows of eight or 
ten... No brush full of black paint could put such horror on canyas.’5 

But it was only in Vyatka, working in the office of the provincial Governor- 
General, that Herzen was to realize at first hand the full extent of the brutality 
and corruption which characterized the misruled and oppressed Russian 
empire. 

He was never to see Ludmilla Passeck again, the girl he had fancied would 
accompany him to ‘the Siberian mines’. Instead, a strange fate was to unite him 
with his cousin Natalie, the circumstances of whose birth and childhood so 
much resembled his own. 


Nick Ogarev had got off comparatively lightly. He was banished to his father’s 
estate at Ashkeno, in the province of Penza, only some 600 kilometres from 
Moscow. There he fell for the attractions of a pretty serf-girl and abandoned 
himself to bouts of sexual gratification alternating with pangs of remorse, 
feeling as he did that ‘a man of pure heart’ should eschew loveless sex ‘even to 
the detriment of his physical well-being’. Writing poetry helped him to relieve 
the conflict between lapses into ‘vice’ and his conscience, and he sought distrac- 
tion in Penza’s provincial society. 

At a ball given by the Governor of the province he met the latter’s niece, 
Maria Roleslav, and was swept off his feet. Two months later, within a year of his 
arrival, they were married. Maria, the daughter of a dissolute and impoverished 
landowner, was a vivacious brunette, bright and well-educated, not plain- 
looking, though of an indifferent type of beauty. Ogarev, who was not yet 22 
when he met her, was, if anything, more incurably romantic than Herzen. He 
had eyes only for Maria’s spirituality and her soul. The rapturous moment when 
‘there broke from our lips the words, “I love you”, was recorded’, he wrote, ‘by 
the angels in heaven, and it joyfully re-echoed in the great world of the soul.’ 
Nor was that all. ‘Am I really an egoist? he asked himself. No, for God and the 
universe, too, ‘lived’ and were comprised in their love, or at least in Ogarev’s. 

Finding a ‘sister soul’ and sharing in the Romantic ‘world feeling’ resolved 
for Ogarev the conflict between his inner world and bleak reality, and saved him 
the kind of despair which had driven the ardent young English poet Thomas 
Chatterton to commit suicide at 17. To be misunderstood and unhappy was the 
fashion, and poets who did not die young or by their own hand — as did the 
German Heinrich von Kleist in 1835 — resorted to cultivating their sorrows like 
Alfred de Musset. In Alfred de Vigny’s play Chatterton, performed in Paris in 
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1835, after the eponymous hero has taken his life in a garret, the actress Marie 
Dorval, impersonating Kitty Bell who secretly loved him, took so convincing a 
stage fall down a whole flight of stairs to join him in death, that the play — much 
to its author’s consternation — set off a vogue of Romantic suicides. 

‘You could hear the crack of pistols in the night,’ wrote Théophile Gautier. 
If only Chatterton could have opened his eyes ‘on such an abandon of grief, he 
would have died happy, sure that he was loved and that it would not be long 
before he met his sister soul.’ But Romanticism had other sides than malaise 
and a morbid preoccupation with death. Women were idealized, ethereal 
beings. Love, being ‘spiritual’, had to express not only the depth and ardour of 
the individual soul, but to embrace the ‘world-soul’, heaven and earth, and 
every sublime ideal of truth, beauty, freedom, etc. Byron, the idol of Romantic 
youth, had fought for the freedom of smail nations. The July Revolution in 
France had raised liberal hopes, but with the suppression of the Polish and 
Belgian revolts Europe in the mid-1830s abounded with dissatisfied groups and 
disillusioned nationalities. Everyone invoked God on his side. While the 
rulers of the Holy Alliance claimed Divine grace, the emergent nations they 
oppressed from Italy to Poland cried to God and the world that they were being 
martyred like Christ bearing the Cross. 

Ogarev put it all poetically in one ecstatic phrase: ‘My soul is strong enough 
to love you — surely it will be strong enough to follow in the footsteps of Christ 
for the liberation of mankind!’ he wrote to his bride. And ‘To love you means to 
love everything good, to love God and His Universe... The love of mankind for 
one another, this brotherhood so pure and fair preached by Jesus, is the reflec- 
tion of the bond which unites us’; and more in that vein. 

The Romantic movement had political implications. Sweeping Europe, it 
was in many countries a reaction to autocracy, and inspired both mystics and 
atheists, nationalists as well as revolutionaries. ‘Our love,’ Nick Ogarev wrote to 
Maria three days before their wedding, ‘contains all the germ of the liberties of 
mankind. Our love is self-abnegation and truth... The tale of our love will be 
told from age to age, and future generations will preserve our memory as a holy 
thing.’ 

In the event, their marriage started off well enough, but Maria was a more 
level-headed, less mystically inclined and more superficial Romantic than 
Ogarev, and though their story would indeed come down to future generations 
in a famous book (E.H. Carr’s The Romantic Exiles), it was to be a different tale 
from the one he imagined. 


In Paris, about 9 a.m. on 28 July 1835, King Louis-Philippe mounted his horse, 
and with three of his 5 sons and a number of military aides spurring theirs to 
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protect him on the flanks and rear — all of them having been warned that there 
was likely to be an assassination attempt against the King on that day — set out 
from the Tuileries to review the National Guard and troops of the Paris garri- 
son drawn up on the boulevards. 

It was the fifth anniversary of the July Revolution, but early that morning the 
Minister of Interior, Adolphe Thiers, had ‘rushed in like a tornado’ to the Tui- 
leries, and motioning the Duke of Orléans (the 25-year-old heir to the throne) 
and his two younger brothers — who bore the titles of duc de Nemours and 
prince de Joinville® — to an alcove, had informed them in some agitation of 
reports ‘from several sources’ that somewhere near the end of the line-up of 
troops stretching from the Madeleine to the Bastille an ‘explosive engine’ was 
waiting to go off. ‘Should the King be warned?’ Thiers asked the princes. 
‘Should the review be called off? According to the prince de Joinville’s later 
account, their unanimous answer was ‘that the King should be warned, but that 
he, well-known for his courage, would never consent to countermanding the 
review.’ 

Indeed, Louis-Philippe would not hear of it. At the age of 62 the ‘bourgeois 
King’, by dint of prudent sagacity and a knack for doing the right thing, had 
managed to survive too many turns of fortune not to know that to show cow- 
ardice was worse than death. Nor could he disappoint the National Guard or 
‘the people’ on the anniversary of the three-day revolution which had made 
him King of the French. 

Behind the King and his sons rode three Marshals of France, most promi- 
nent among them old Marshal Mortier, a hero of many battles; the chief Minis- 
ter, the duc de Broglie; and Thiers, a small figure precariously balanced on a 
parade horse. They were followed by the General Staff and by assorted generals 
and high army brass. 

‘There is talk of an explosive engine in the neighbourhood of the Ambigu 
Theatre,’ Thiers had warned. Though a house-to-house search of the Ambigu 
neighbourhood during the early morning hours had yielded nothing suspicious, 
they were riding ‘as into a battle’, scanning the faces of the crowd and watching 
for any movement at the windows on both sides. One of the King’s sons and an 
aide took turns ‘keeping immediately behind his horse’. Joinville found that the 
review was going ‘rather well’, but noticed many ‘individuals with insolent airs, 
all wearing red flowers in their buttonholes.’ The Prefect of the Seine, M. de 
Rambouteau, was struck by some wearing an outright mine patibulaire — that is, 
the sinister expression of people with the gallows in their faces — such as he felt 
one saw on ‘days of insurrection’. 

It was a hot day and the Prefect’s imagination may have been over-working, 
but since the beginning of the month such opposition papers as La Quotidienne, 
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Le Charivari, Le Corsaire and Le National had been openly forecasting — not to 
say practically calling for — the assassination of the King ‘in the course of the 
military review on the 28th’. Insurrection, indeed, seemed to hang in the air, 
some of the lively French press having indulged in such an orgy of reports of 
plots and conspiracies that on the 26th Le Charivari had provocatively noted 
that ‘Yesterday the Citizen-King arrived in Paris with his superb family, 
without being at all assassinated.” Two days earlier, adding insult to injury, Le 
Corsaire had reported that Louis-Philippe’s son-in-law ‘Prince Leopold [of the 
Belgians] has asked his father-in-law for recipes for political assassinations’, 
suggesting that the King himself was a master-plotter. ‘Once every year’, La 
Caricature had chimed in with a paraphrase of the Ten Commandments, ‘thou 
shalt assassinate!’ 

The warning which had caused Thiers to rush to the palace was based in the 
main on a report received during the night by the Paris police prefect, Gisquet, 
from the commissaires at Montmartre. A certain Boireau, an ironmonger, had 
been overheard talking of a mysterious ‘infernal machine’ that would explode 
and destroy the King the moment he passed a house near the theatre on the 
boulevard Saint-Martin. He had boasted of it toa young man, whose father had 
then rushed to the police. A confounding portent to what seemed an ill-starred 
day was added by that morning’s issue of Le Corsaire expressing its veiled 
confidence that ‘the Napoleon of Peace’ — as the paper dubbed Louis-Philippe 
in an uncomplimentary comparison with the military Napoleon of old — was 
not going to survive the next few hours. ‘One may bet one’s money’, it said in an 
ominous line on the parade about to start, on the King’s final eclipse. 

In spite of some feverish consultations before he rode out of the Tuileries, 
there had been little time for any serious precautions other than that none of 
the usual petitioners was to be allowed to approach his horse, their papers to be 
collected by the service aides. But the parade passed the Ambigu and reached 
the end of the boulevard unscathed. Everyone breathed sighs of relief. Close by, 
however, on the boulevard du Temple, rose an abandoned theatre of the same 
name. The police — curiously — had somehow neglected to think of this second 
Ambigu building. Nor had anyone else, and the search had stopped short near 
the first. 

In No. 50 on the boulevard du Temple, a red maisonette which practically 
touched the last house on the boulevard Saint-Martin, the man named Fieschi 
stood watching from a fourth-floor window, his ‘infernal machine’ — 24 gun 
barrels bound together on an inclined wooden chassis, and pointing at the 
centre of the roadway — all set and ready. On the opposite side of the boulevard 
the terraces of the Jardin Turc, a ‘pleasure garden’ presenting such nightly 
attractions as ‘Egyptian dancing-girls’ against a décor of potted palms and 
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cardboard minarets, were crowded with spectators waiting for the Royal proces- 
sion to ride into view. On that stretch of the boulevard, exactly where the King 
was now to appear, the ironmonger Boireau a few days earlier had rehearsed 
parading up and down on horseback, impersonating Louis-Philippe and 
enabling the plotters to set the exact range. Now, from his vantage point behind 
a half-closed blind, Joseph Fieschi, a 45-year-old Corsican and hired assassin to 
whom ‘blowing up perfect strangers’ was no worse than ‘what soldiers do in an 
ambush’, could see the eighth légion of the National Guard, commanded by 
Lieutenant Colonel de Rieussec, drawn up in front of the Jardin Turc and 
beyond. 

What Fieschi did not know was that the two men who had hired him to 
design and operate his lethal contraption — seen by some as the ancestor of the 
modern machine-gun — meant for him to die in the act of executing the King. 
One of the two, the saddler Morey, a savage old person who had prepared the 
line of powder charges that was to set all the guns firing simultaneously, had 
charged 4 of them in a manner that was to make them explode and blow Fieschi 
to bits at the same time. 

As Louis-Philippe with his sons and military retinue rode into the boulevard 
du Temple at a slow parade pace shortly after noon, a flame suddenly spurted 
from a window on the left and a fusillade, sounding like that made by a firing 
squad, was heard. 

‘Joinville, this is for me!’ cried the King to his nearest son. ‘I have been hit.’ 
Louis-Philippe had in fact only been grazed by a spent projectile or two, leaving 
a black smudge on his forehead and a bruise on his left arm. But his horse, 
wounded in the neck, was floundering. And the venerable Mortier had been 
shot dead and his crumpled body in its gold-laced and braided uniform of a 
Marshal of France had landed on the horse of Rambuteau, the Prefect of the 
Seine. On Prince de Joinville’s left Rieussec, the commander of the eighth 
légion, had been killed, and another officer had had his nose blown off. The 
young prince, turning his eyes from the ‘smoke in front of a window half closed 
by a blind’ to see his father clutching his left arm, failed to notice that his own 
horse was wounded. 

According to Joinville’s account, ‘Our first thought was that the fusillade 
would continue. I dug my spurs into the belly of my horse and, seizing my 
father’s horse by the bridle, while my two brothers struck its hind sides with 
their swords, we dragged him rapidly through the chaotic stampede of riderless 
horses, horses straddled by swaying wounded, and broken ranks.’ 

‘Me voilà! Louis-Philippe shouted suddenly, feeling miraculously alive and 
brandishing his bicorned hat. ‘Alons! We must continue. Marchons!’ Where- 
upon the National Guardsmen broke ranks and many of the public, including 
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workers recognizable by their blue blouses, rushed forward with spontaneous 
cries of Vive le roi! As they moved away, Joinville ‘saw the assault on the house 
from which the firing had come. The young aides-de-camp had jumped from 
their horses, and together with the municipal guard and police constables, were 
scaling the house and its neighbour, the [Café] Mille Colonnes, climbing up the 
verandas and breaking in windows... The review went on. We ascertained that 
neither the King nor ourselves had been wounded, but we were still unaware of 
the large number of victims.’ 

The ‘infernal machine’ had instantly killed 14 people. Four others died later. 
Twenty-two had been wounded. After reaching the end of the line of troops at 
the Bastille, the royal cortege returned along the same route. Joinville described 
the roadway as ‘nothing but a pool of blood at the spot where the attack had 
taken place.’ The bodies of Marshal Mortier and the other victims had mean- 
while been carried across the road to the halls of the Jardin Turc. The old 
marshal, who, since distinguishing himself in the wars of the Revolution, had 
survived the great Napoleonic battles of Borodino and Leipzig, had felt ill that 
July morning. Advised to forgo the review and stay home, he had refused, 
insisting he must go. ‘I am tall, perhaps my body will cover the King.’ He was 
the same Mortier, Duke of Treviso, who in Moscow in 1812 had presented the 
father of the infant Alexander Herzen to Napoleon and thus been instrumental 
in helping to get his family out of the burning city, perhaps saving their lives. 
Besides him and a number of officers and common soldiers, the dead included a 
14-year-old girl and an old man. Whatever the ultimate purpose of those who 
had hired Fieschi, his attempt on the life of the King had failed: it had merely 
killed or maimed a great number of men and women of all ages and walks of 
life. 

Fieschi himself had escaped being killed by his own weapon. The explosion 
which was to have executed ‘/e roi et le régicide’ simultaneously, conveniently and 
ingeniously shielding the instigators of the plot, had seriously injured his skull. 
He was bleeding profusely. Nonetheless, by means of a rope, he had managed to 
let himself down from the fourth-floor apartment he had rented for the crime — 
under the name Girard — and to land on a lower roof. Surprising a woman who 
fainted when he suddenly appeared in her kitchen, he had crossed the courtyard 
of the Mille Colonnes café at a run, reached a cattle farm, and was about to hide 
in one of the outhouses when he was caught. He admitted that his true name 
was Giuseppe-Joseph Fieschi, born at Murato, in Corsica; gave vent to his dis- 
appointment at having killed none of the royal family; and denied having had 
any accomplices. 

Queen Marie-Amélie had been about to leave the Tuileries palace for the 
Chancellery in the place Vendôme when a breathless aide-de-camp arrived at a 
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gallop with news of the attempt on the King’s life. Before she grasped that he 
and the princes were safe, the niece of Marie Antoinette burst out hysterically: 
“What a horrible people! What a frightful country! They have killed my 
husband and my sons, the monsters.’? 

At the Chancellery, Guizot, Admiral Duperre and Persil, the Keeper of the 
Seals, had been congratulating themselves on the extraordinary ‘success of this 
magnificent review’, as Guizot was to recall, ‘when the Queen and the 
Princesses arrived in an agitated state.’ This was followed by more hectic scenes 
and mixed tears when Louis-Philippe and the hale remnant of his blood-spat- 
tered retinue finally turned up, several of the generals’ wives and other high 
ladies present rejoicing at finding their men, while others searched frantically 
for theirs. 

Only then, the King having mounted his horse again, did the march-past 
begin in the sultry afternoon heat, Louis-Philippe sitting through it until the 
last unit had vanished a couple of hours later. By then the boulevard du Temple 
was empty of people. The small bands of revolutionaries with red boutonnieres 
who had mixed with the crowd had run away with everyone else — attempts by 
some of them later in the day to rally the people ‘to the barricades’ were easily 
dispersed — and only the dead horses lying in the mud marked the scene of the 
hecatomb. Parisians stopped frequenting the Jardin Turc and it soon closed 
down. Nor did Queen Amélie ever quite recover. From that day onward she felt 
‘surrounded by assassins’. 

The net effect of the Fieschi affair on shocked public opinion was to discredit 
the opposition. Even republican sympathizers felt that radicalism had gone too 
far, and that to stage a massacre for the sake of killing one man was too appalling 
a means to use even for bringing down the monarchy. It meant inviting anarchy 
and disorder. The popularity of the shaken but unharmed King, on the other 
hand, rose, momentarily at least, sky-high. His composure and his sense of duty 
were very much admired. He had all the military and civilian victims ceremoni- 
ously entombed, together with his old friend Marshal Mortier, at the Invalides. 
Entering between the majestic pillars hung with cypress garlands on black dra- 
pery, he attended the packed service conducted by the Archbishop of Paris and 
spent emotionally gruelling hours with the mourners as coffin after coffin — that 
of the ‘young working-girl’ leading the procession, flanked by white-dressed 
maidens — was brought in through the ‘sombre avenue’ between the pillars to be 
finally, amid grandiose funereal pomp and incessant mobbing, deposited in the 
cenotaphs. Then he emerged straight to another review of the army and the 
National Guard massed around the Invalides. 

‘I know the French. I know how to manage them,’ the King used to say. He 
had, indeed, managed to move the people, and received a triumphal ovation at 
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the Invalides. Nonetheless, at the Queen’s insistence, he soon stopped walking 
the strects of Paris like a simple bourgeois and henceforth used a heavy 
armoured coach, a veritable ‘rolling fortress’, which made a frightful noise. But 
the massacre of the boulevard du Temple was to have more far-reaching conse- 
quences than merely hampering the King’s comfort and freedom of movement. 

‘He was a bravo, a mercenary, nothing else,’ Victor Hugo was to write of Fies- 
chi, after attending a session of his trial. He had, indeed, started out by spying 
on the French for the Austrians while serving as a young man in the Neapolitan 
army of Marshal Murat. Then, facing imprisonment for theft and fraud in his 
native Corsica, he had escaped to France and sold his services to the Paris police 
as an informer. Hugo’s impression that Fieschi now ‘mixed up his crime with 
heaven knows what military ideas’ seems borne out by the conclusion of modern 
researchers and historians that he was a mythomaniac and psychopath. 

True to his Corsican and apache’s code, he staunchly refused to give away 
the two conspirators — Morey and Pépin — at whose behest he had set up the 
‘infernal machine’ — until he learned from his one-eyed mistress, Nini Lassave, 
that Morey had said, ‘Pity the explosion did not kill him! Incensed, he became 
hell-bent on bringing about their ruin, and according to Hugo, ‘unmasked 
everything, concealed nothing, and never told a lie.” A modern version has it 
that the police ‘terrorized’ another mistress of Fieschi’s, Anna la Borgnese, into 
divulging the names of the plotters. Anyhow, Fieschi left both police and prose- 
cution open-mouthed by sending them more than once to ‘look again’ for 
incriminating evidence they had missed, or gone over but failed to notice. 
When, after ‘triumphing’ in a lengthy confrontation with Pépin, and com- 
pletely crushing him, he was told that he could go and have his dinner, Fieschi 
replied: ‘Dinner? Oh I have dined today. I have cut off Pépin’s head!??° 

Théodore Pépin, who owned a grocery-cum-liquor shop, was a former 
captain of the National Guard. He had financed the building of Fieschi’s 
machine and the renting of the apartment in the boulevard du Temple. The 
mastermind who had planned it all was the saddler Morey, whose idea seems to 
have been that, once the King and his sons were wiped out, the monarchy 
would be abolished at one blow. Morey was a rabid old man and fanatic republi- 
can; Pépin, a bombastic prattler; Fieschi, a desperado and cutthroat; the iron- 
monger Boireau — whose careless talk had sent the police scurrying to the 
Theatre Ambigu — a comic figure. Between them, they were a rather grotesque 
lot to start a revolution, having not the vaguest plan beyond their murderous 
action. All of them, however, were members of one secret society or another. 
Morey was very active in the Société des Droits de ’ Homme and Pépin — some 
say Fieschi — had actually gone to see one of the Society’s founders, Godefroy 
de Cavaignac, at the Sainte-Pélagie prison, where he was held at the time. 
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Cavaignac, who used to boast that ‘the King will not live a day longer than we 
decide’ ~ adding that the Droits de l’ Homme had ‘a hundred blindly devoted 
agents of crime’ fretting to shorten his days — seems, however, to have mis- 
trusted these particular conspirators and refused to have any truck with them. 
If they had any other sponsors or accomplices, none was ever tried, and some 
points about ‘the Fieschi affair’ remain a mystery to this day. Besides the fact 
that the police search had stopped just short of the boulevard du Temple, it 
turned out that not only Fieschi, but Pépin until 1830, and Morey and Boireau 
at one time or another, had all been paid mouchards, or police informers. 

Their trial was to drag on for months. Paradoxically, instead of enhancing the 
King’s newly gained prestige, it combined with other circumstances to help 
erode it. ‘No sovereign in his own capital’, Heine had early observed, ‘ever 
suffered so much ridicule as Louis-Philippe.’ Since Daumier’s famous cartoon 
representing the King’s body in the likeness of a pear, not a day had passed 
without smeared caricatures of ‘La Poire’ appearing on the walls of Paris, and 
there was hardly an insult or cruel mockery he had been spared. He was derided 
as ‘Fip I, the King of Grocers’. His wig, his gestures and his mannerisms were 
parodied in pamphlets and on the stage. In the opposition press, republican and 
legitimist satirists vied with one another in depicting the King, in cartoons, 
words, or both, as a bloody satrap dragging Marianne by her hair; slaying press 
freedom with a cutlass in his hand; or standing like a giant jailer over both repub- 
lican detainees and the duchesse de Berry, the mother of the legitimist pretender. 
The day before the massacre of the boulevard du Temple, Le Charivari had 
outdone itself by printing a list of police measures inspired by the King and a 
drawing of him made up from head to foot of massacred and contorted bodies — 
the illustration carrying the obituary title, ‘Royal Catacombs, a small mortuary 
tableau of His Majesty’s subjects felled by the servants of Public Order’.*' 

‘My sons are my best armour,’ Louis-Philippe used to say to console himself 
when warned of possible assassination attempts. Although feeling for some 
time that the opposition sheets had declared open season on him, he had 
managed to take most of the scorn and satire with comparative calm, and some- 
times surprising good humour. But he feared that the growing press specula- 
tion about his imminent assassination was gradually accustoming the public to 
the idea that he was doomed, and in fact deserved, to come to a violent and 
unnatural end. Fieschi’s machine — specially designed to kill him together with 
his sons — convinced him that the opposition organs endangered not only his 
reign, but the very existence and survival of the Orléans dynasty. 

His answer was the draconian ‘September Laws’ of 1835, three bills openly 
designed to curb — and in effect to ruin — the opposition press of every republi- 
can and legitimist hue. In introducing them in the Chamber on the wave of 
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sympathy for the King immediately after Fieschi’s hideous act, the duc de 
Broglie said that France had to protect ‘its king and its institutions’ and that, 
while all parties were ‘free within the sphere of the constitutional monarchy’, 
the moment ‘they leave that enclosure liberty is no longer their due.’ From then 
on, any ‘expressions of the wish or hope’ to ‘overthrow the government’, and 
not merely the threat or incitement to do so — that is, intent irrespective of 
effect — were to be treasonable ‘acts against the security of the State’. So was 
‘insulting the King’; arousing ‘hatred or scorn of his person or of his constitu- 
tional authority’; attributing ‘the rights of the French throne... to any other 
than Louis-Philippe I and his descendants’; or ‘taking the title of republican’. 
Although ostensibly promulgated to prevent newspapers from encouraging 
more attempts on the monarch’s life, the September Laws made it in fact 
impossible for some of the opposition papers to appear at all. 

Already in May, before Fieschi’s crime, the Tribune des Départements, the 
most extreme of the republican papers, had been fined out of existence after 
more than 100 lawsuits. Now the cash ‘bond’ which every newspaper owner had 
to deposit was raised fourfold; and maximum fines were doubled to as much as 
200,000 francs, while public subscriptions to raise ‘the fines, expenses, damages 
and interest pronounced by judicial sentences’ were prohibited. To reduce the 
chances of acquittal, juries dealing with the lighter offences were to hand down 
verdicts by simple majority and procedures for speedier sentencing at the 
assizes were likewise simplified. 

In August, while the bills were only being debated, La Caricature ceased 
publication. Its spirited editor, Philipon — who had been the first to print 
Daumier’s cartoon of ‘La Poire’, and had gone to prison for it — knew that the 
Press Laws spelled the end of political caricature and witty sarcasm. Indeed, 
‘No drawing, no engravings, lithographs, medals... of whatever nature and 
kind’ (read one of its provisions) could be printed, exhibited or sold ‘without 
previous authorization’. With a strong current of opinion in favour of curbing 
the excesses of some of the licentious French press, the new bills were passed in 
September over the suspicion of many deputies that they meant in effect an end 
to all freedom of speech and the fear of others that newpapers loyal to the 
monarchy would also suffer. To allay the latter’s concern the Keeper of the 
Seals told the Chamber: ‘Our law would miss its effect if any but the constitu- 
tional-monarchic press.., were allowed to develop freely after its promulgation.’ 

By November 1835 the physician and scientist François Raspail, editor of 
the Réformateur, who had already served one sentence for his republicanism, 
found himself in prison again and his newspaper failing, ruined by three severe 
fines imposed in the space of a fortnight. More than two dozen republican 
papers in the provinces had to close down. Daumier applied his mordant pen 
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more and more to social satire. Philipon continued to issue Charivari, but had to 
moderate its tone; and the opposition press as a whole would have to devise 
ways of writing between the lines to continue its assault on the monarchy. 

Fieschi and his fellow-conspirators were tried before the Court of Peers. It 
was not many months since the mass-trial of the leaders of the 1834 Lyons and 
Paris insurrections had come to an end. If that trial — marked by tumultuous 
scenes, shouting matches between the 164 judges and 121 accused, and pitched 
battles between the latter and the gendarmes ~ had produced general indigna- 
tion, Fieschi’s trial did not lack for grotesque touches. Whereas the grocer 
Pépin, ex-captain of the National Guard, frequently broke down, ‘wept and 
talked of his three children’, old man Morey, the saddler, sat stony-faced and 
confessed nothing. He was afflicted with a stomach ailment and had to be artifi- 
cially fed — which, coupled with his silence, provided the opposition press with 
an issue, a martyr, and the opportunity to report, first, that Morey had chosen 
death by starvation, and next, that he had died a heroic protester’s death. But it 
was Fieschi who dominated the proceedings. 

‘Morey was pale and motionless,’ wrote Hugo, who was at the Peers’ Court 
the day before the verdict was to be pronounced. ‘Pépin pretended to be read- 
ing a newspaper. Fieschi gesticulated, made speeches, laughed.’ Since the 
slaughter in the boulevard du Temple, his one purpose in life was to settle 
accounts with Pépin and Morey for planning his own death. Having given the 
Prosecutor and the President of the Court of Peers, Baron Pasquier, precise 
information as to where, in Pépin’s account book, the grocer had entered the 
money paid to him for the ‘infernal machine’, he seemed ready to die. Hugo saw 
him rising to address the Court as follows: 


‘My lords, in a few days my head will be severed from by body. I shall 
be dead, and I shall rot in the earth... I am going to expiate my crime, 
and you will gather the fruits of my service. After me, there will be 
no more riots, no more assassinations, no more disturbances. I tried 
to kill the King. I shall have succeeded in saving him.’’” 


Fieschi’s ‘resolute’ stance impressed Hugo, but the Corsican’s panache did not 
work on Pasquier. Nor were attempts on the King’s life to cease. Fieschi, Morey 
and Pépin were all sentenced to the guillotine on 15 February 1836 and exe- 
cuted 4 days later. Boireau got away with a mere 20 years of hard labour. 

On 19 February, several hours before they were taken to the place of execu- 
tion, Pasquier came to Pépin’s cell at the prisoner’s request. Whether in an 
attempt to buy clemency or for other woolly reasons, Pépin now confessed that 
he had been a member of a secret society — the Société de Familles, or the 
‘Familles’ for short. Among its leaders he named Auguste Blanqui, the radical 
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journalist who, after walking out on Le Globe to join the street-fighting in the 
July Revolution, had quickly risen to prominence in the ranks of the extremist 
republican society of the Amis du Peuple. 

This group had been forced to dissolve shortly afterwards, only to spawn the 
formation of the Droits de Homme society, with a larger membership on a 
national scale. When its cells were hit by the prohibition of ‘associations of 
more than 20 persons’ even ‘divided into smaller sections’, Blanqui, a tight- 
lipped, austere and single-minded character, a vegetarian and teetotaller, had 
quietly set about organizing the ‘Familles’, a small, compact society that 
promised to be a more effective conspiratorial instrument than either the Amis 
du Peuple or the Droits de Homme. 

Blanqui, who was of middle-class origin but called himself a proletarian, felt 
sincerely that in the July Revolution the bourgeoisie — by denying the people 
political representation and giving the vote to only 200,000 rich Frenchmen — 
had defrauded and robbed the remaining thirty million of their rights. (The 
actual figures were 170,000 and twenty-five millions, respectively.) 

Pépin had previously claimed that on the morning of Fieschi’s attentat he 
personally gave Blanqui and two other men advance notice of the King’s immi- 
nent assassination. All three publicly denied this, and Pépin admitted that he 
had in fact never met any of them, but had merely heard of them and of 
Blanqui’s secret ‘Familles’. Whatever the truth of Pépin’s belated ‘confession’, 
on the day of the attentat Blanqui had sent his little son with his bonne to watch 
the military review and the King’s procession. They were in the café on the 
boulevard du Temple facing ‘Fieschi’s house’ when the latter had fired. In the 
ensuing panic, the boy had been pushed to the ground and suffered bruises and 
contusions. The question whether the presence of Blanqui’s son and his nurse 
at the theatre of the crime was proof of his having had no inkling of the 
slaughter to come — or whether, on the contrary, Blanqui had cruelly and pur- 
posely sent the boy there to provide himself with an alibi and ‘escape suspicion 
as an abettor of the crime’ — was to figure prominently in the next conspiracy 
trial. 

This began barely a month after the execution of the three principals of the 
‘Fieschi affair’ when, in March 1836, a quantity of gunpowder and a military 
training manual were discovered in a small Paris street. Blanqui and some 40 
suspected members of the ‘Familles’ were arrested. Documents were seized 
showing that the ‘Familles’ were 6-man cells which were kept in ignorance of 
each other’s existence, and of the identity of the top leaders. The society’s 
purpose was indeed ‘the overthrow of the government that has been betraying 
the nation’. The monarchy was to be toppled by force, though not perhaps by 
regicide. Members underwent a solemn initiation ritual and were ordered to 
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infiltrate the National Guard, to pinch a quantity of gunpowder, to stand by for 
orders and never to betray the society under questioning. 

The trial which developed out of the ‘affaire des poudres’, or the ‘gunpow- 
der plot’, was given additional interest as the prosecution went all out to link the 
new society to the Fieschi conspiracy. Blanqui, moreover, was a public figure. 
Together with the Abbé de Lamennais and the barrister Michel de Bourges, he 
had been one of the members of the National Defence Committee which had 
monitored, and often protested, the court proceedings in the trial of the Lyons 
insurrectionists. 

Arrested while hiding in the house of one of his lieutenants, Armand Barbés 
— son of a rich Créole physician — Blanqui had jumped from the bed to wrest 
some papers from the hands of the police, and managed to swallow them. The 
police, however, had seized other documents, including the text of a manifesto 
in Barbés’s handwriting calling for armed insurrection. Another of the ring- 
leaders was a printer, Martin Bernard, who had been observed paying regular 
midnight visits, wrapped in a cloak ‘like Mephisto’, to the powder factory and 
‘throwing grains of sand at the window’ to gain admission. 

The trial took place in August 1836. Blanqui claimed that the powder factory 
had been set up by a medical student who was a police informer and agent provo- 
cateur. But Barbés had no good explanation either for the manifesto or for some 
notes about ‘guns’ and ‘powder’ found at his home. The prosecution, armed with 
the executed Pépin’s somewhat dubious last-minute ‘confession’, submitted that 
Blanqui had not only had advance notice of the King’s assassination but that — 
while Fieschi was waiting to launch his machine — he had rushed to the home of 
Barbés and had dictated to him the call for a popular insurrection. Although only 
an original draft, and no copies for distribution or any other evidence, was ever 
produced, the court found Blanqui guilty of complicity in the ‘Fieschi affair’ — 
and by implication of having ruthlessly sent his son and his nurse to the scene of 
certain slaughter in the boulevard du Temple in order to divert suspicion from 
himself. This version has also been taken over by one or two historians — but 
much of this part of the case remains an unsolved mystery. "3 

Blanqui was sentenced to two years in prison (Barbés to one) and to surveil- 
lance for two more. A fierce egalitarian who early called himself a ‘Socialist’, he 
was to become France’s most tenacious insurrectionist conspirator, so tenacious 
in fact that he was to spend altogether 33 years — nearly half his life — in various 
prison cells and dungeons. 


The ‘September Laws’, under which almost any criticism could be construed as 


a call to insurrection or /ése-majesté, and punished accordingly, were so obvi- 
ously harsh and cut to a purpose that one of the King’s own daughters had been 
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appalled by their ill-conceived and repressive character. ‘One will not find in 
them’, said Louise d’Orléans, ‘that impassive, calm immutability of justice 
which lends moral force to laws.’"4 

The horror produced by the Fieschi affair had enabled Louis-Philippe to 
consolidate his position, but the net effect of the ‘September Laws’ muzzling 
the press was to deprive all discontented sections of the public of any legal 
outlet, and to drive the opposition completely underground. Republican depu- 
ties now had to call themselves ‘democrats’ or ‘radicals’, and with the opposition 
press masking its criticism in more subtle language than before, the government 
was faced with the awkward alternative of either prosecuting its innocent- 
looking innuendo with the full weight of the law — and making itself ridiculous 
— or being shown up as powerless to deal with it. The worst provisions of the 
‘September Laws’ were therefore not applied, but kept on the statute book, a 
Damocles sword to be resorted to — as they were in fact some years later — when 
things deteriorated. 

Louis-Philippe seemed to be sitting firmly in the saddle. The majority of the 
French wanted neither revolution nor upheavals. But military or police meas- 
ures, or the successive trials or the ‘September Laws’, did not put an end to the 
underground ferment. For neither the King nor his successive Chief Ministers 
ever really dealt with the worsening plight of the workers or stopped to think 
that one of the underlying causes of the widening discontent might be the fact 
that France’s ‘electorate of the rich’ comprised less than three per cent of the 
country’s adult males. 

“The bank is at the head of the state,’ wrote Stendhal. ‘The middle class has 
replaced the aristocracy, and the bank is the nobility of the middle class.’ 
Favouring the big landowners, the ‘electorate of the rich’ included, in addition, 
manufacturers, bankers, financiers and those engaged in the insurance, trans- 
port and distribution of goods. They and the whole new middle-class ‘nobility’ 
of thriving entrepreneurs referred to by Stendhal formed the haute bourgeoisie 
which — with country houses, carriages, liveried footmen, and in every other 
way — aped the life-style of the old nobility they had ousted from power. But the 
middle class consisted of many less-propertied sections, professions and trades. 
The ranks of this lower bourgeoisie, though now sporting top hats and frock 
coats, continued to be deprived of the vote. 

As it happened, on the very morning of Fieschi’s attentat, Armand Carrel, 
editor of Le National and one of the most serious journalists of his time, had 
ascribed the discontent in France to the fact that, in spite of the July Revolu- 
tion, the ‘popular mass’ of middle-class Frenchmen had been ‘denied political 
participation, first by fine words, promises and exhortations of patience, and 
then by cannon and cavalry charges.’ The discontent of these Frenchmen, who 
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abhorred upheaval and wanted nothing but a peaceful, orderly existence, grew 
as they saw the Stock Exchange flourishing, and quick fortunes being made all 
around them. The fact that deputies of the Chamber received no pay or 
expenses — provincial deputies unable to defray the cost of living in Paris ‘could 
but pray for an administrative sinecure, resign from the Chamber, or starve 
honourably’ — only created an atmosphere of corruption, which in turn 
resulted in a spreading cynicism. 

‘Do you know how one gets ahead here? By brilliant genius or through smart 
corruption,’ said the character Rastignac in Balzac’s novel Père Goriot. 
‘Honesty leads one nowhere... Talent is rare. So corruption has become the 
weapon of the all too numerous mediocrities. You will find it everywhere... One 
must only be careful always to appear outwardly clean: that is the whole moral- 
ity of our time.’ 

During the 1830s, too, a new, socially dangerous element was added to the 
population of Paris — an inchoate, partly illiterate mass of ouvriers. Previously 
they had been migrant, seasonal workers. Now they lived in filth and squalor in 
crowded, cheaply built industrial quarters. They wore smocks and caps. Often 
they were unemployed. Their hovels, into which the police did not always dare 
to venture, swarmed with crime, prostitution and disease-ridden children. The 
rest of established, frock-coated society regarded — and feared — them as bar- 
barians and savages, or ignored them, until Eugène Sue, in Les Mystères de 
Paris, introduced them into literature and gave his bourgeois readers a thrill 
and a dread. For the moment, however, they played no role in politics, and not 
even Blanqui, the self-styled Socialist, included them in his conspiratorial reck- 
onings. 

Yet plots and conspiracies continued, and on 25 June 1836 a young commer- 
cial traveller by the name of Alibaud fired at the King from a gun disguised as a 
cane just as Louis-Philippe was driving off from the Louvre in his armoured 
coach. Queen Amélie and the King’s sister, Madame Adelaide, were with him. 
‘My only regret is to have missed,’ Alibaud told his captors. Less than a year 
after Fieschi’s attempt, Alibaud was sentenced to death. Louis-Philippe con- 
sidered commuting the sentence, but in the end confirmed it. 

‘Mine is a much sadder task,’ the King told a visitor who, finding him one 
night bent over a copybook, inquired whether he was writing his memoirs. He 
explained that he was sitting over a list of death sentences which either his own 
‘conscience or the decision of the Ministry’ prevented him from commuting. It 
bore his notation: ‘Alibaud, â mon grand regret.’ 

‘I die for liberty!’ Alibaud shouted at his execution. It seemed that each trial 
only led to another, that each forbidden conspiratorial society spawned another. 
Blanqui was in prison and the ‘Familles’ were sub-dividing — but Blanqui and 
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another new secret society, Les Saisons, were yet to lead the decade’s most 
serious conspiracy against the monarchy. One phenomenon which Fieschi’s 
bloody deed had in fact pointed up was the element of revolutionary violence 
which continued to pervade the always passionate play of French politics. 
Thiers, who had become Prime Minister in February 1836, said resignedly after 
the butchery in the boulevard du Temple that “The fecundity of evil is infinite.’ 
He felt that France had become ‘a society in disarray’ in which lawless bandits, 
who had neither any programme nor any idea of what their next step would be, 
were encouraged to start all sorts of conspiracies and to ‘set the world on fire’, 
without giving a damn for the consequences. '5 

George Sand related how one moonlit night, while a ball was taking place at 
the Tuileries, she was standing with the barrister Michel de Bourges on the 
Pont des Saint-Péres. The palace was splendidly illuminated; its gardens shim- 
mered in a soft radiance; and with a sound of distant music coming across the 
enchanted scene, she fell into a reverie, only to be brutally wakened by the 
sepulchral voice of Michel de Bourges launching into a furious tirade on the 
need for a revolution to regenerate France: 

‘T tell you’, he shouted, ‘this corrupt society of yours will never be rejuvenated 
until this fine river runs red with blood; until that accursed palace is reduced to 
ashes; until this vast city you are looking at has become a bare waste on which the 
poor man and his family can drive his plough and build his cottage!’ 

It is true that Michel de Bourges, whom Lamartine described as a peasant- 
like ‘man cut from a block of granite’, had no ready programme for the day after 
the revolution. The main thing was to change society, and when questioned by 
George Sand about the next step, he replied: ‘How can I know that? The truth 
doesn’t come to thinkers in a mountain fastness. To discover the truths applica- 
ble to a society in its birth-pangs, men must unite and act.’ 

Blanqui, however, giving the matter much thought during his imprisonment 
after the trial of the ‘Familles’, reached the conclusion that the overthrow of the 
old order would have to be followed by a dictatorship until ‘the reign of equal- 
ity’ could be established in all fields. It was not only Blanqui and de Bourges 
who spoke in terms echoing Babeuf and Buonarroti; politicians, journalists and 
even so melancholy-sweet a poet as Lamartine, who had been elected to the 
Chamber of Deputies in 1834, vied with one another in the increasing violence 
of the rhetoric they used against Louis-Philippe. 

Already in 1832 Heine, besides referring to the ‘guillotinomania’ of the 
republicans, had observed that the legitimists, too, seemed to be fighting the old 
battles of the French Revolution all over again. To illustrate the point, he had 
described how — straight from a meeting addressed by Blanqui in language remi- 
niscent of Robespierre — he had hired a cab, and with the cries of Vive la 
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République still ringing in his ears, had driven to a soirée of the legitimists in the 
elegant Faubourg Saint-Germain. ‘Nothing but lights, mirrors, flowers, naked 
shoulders, glacé gloves and frippery,’ was his description of the scene there, ‘and 
a triumphant expression on all faces’, as though Henry V, Duke of Bordeaux — 
the then 11-year-old legitimist pretender — was about to unseat Louis-Philippe 
any minute and ‘the victory of the ancien régime had already been won.’ 

Revolution, in short, had become something of a cult and continued to exer- 
cise a strong hold on the minds of Frenchmen during the course of the 1830s. 
Well might Louis-Philippe privately protest that he could ‘no more have pro- 
claimed Henry V king than I can stop the sun’ because ‘he and I would have 
been massacred together before we reached the Hôtel de Ville.’ Well might he 
cry out loud — as he did on one occasion in the hearing of a group of his military 
aides (much to the embarrassment of the Queen) — that he was not a usurper. 

Although the legitimists were divided between the adherents of the boy-pre- 
tender and those who wished to see Charles X restored, all of them looked on 
Louis-Philippe as the man who had taken the throne from its rightful heir. And 
to republicans of every variety he remained a traitor to the cause of the people, 
who — even if they had not all rushed to the barricades for him — had toppled 
the former occupant of the throne by their simple presence in the streets during 
demonstrations. 

This in itself made them a political force, but they remained excluded from 
the world of politics. Louis-Philippe, elevated by means of a ‘popular’ revolu- 
tion, yet refusing to share power, was of course aware that he could be over- 
thrown in the same way. ‘I am misunderstood,’ he once told Victor Hugo. ‘I am 
said to be proud, I am said to be clever. That means that I am a traitor. It grieves 
me. I am simply an honest man. I go straight ahead.’ With 6 attempts on his life 
in 8 years during the first decade of his reign — so frequent that they were jok- 
ingly seen as ‘part of the ceremonial of the opening of Parliament’ — Louis- 
Philippe continued to rule by means of a restricted number of office-holders, 
and by manipulating the factions in the Chamber. He felt that the Ministers all 
behaved ‘like schoolboys’, that they had ‘no real appreciation of power, little 
basic grandeur, no consistency in aim, no persistency of will’ — in short, that 
without him France would be worse off. 

He had placed great hopes in Thiers when he appointed him Prime Minister 
in February 1836. Thiers was supposed to ferret out and put an end to conspir- 
acies against the monarchy and to increase its popularity by arranging a match 
between the the King’s eldest son and a Habsburg princess. He failed on both 
counts, and instead got France involved in a military adventure in Spain. The 
King dismissed him after only 6 months in office and later told Hugo: “Thiers... 
told me one day when we were in disagreement: “Sire, you are cunning and 
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proud, but I am more cunning than you.” “The proof that that is not so,” I 
replied, “is that you tell me so, Nt? 

While the highly ambitious Thiers was yet to play a dominant role in French 
politics, the King appointed the comte Molé in his place in September 1836. It 
was the tenth government change in 6 years, itself a sign of instability, and the 
next assassination attempt was only a few months off. Although Louis-Philippe 
was again to escape unhurt, each try and the trial that followed kept not only his 
family and the palace nervous, but the whole country in a state of uncertainty. 

Something of a panic was caused at the Tuileries on the evening of 31 
October, when a garbled message was received that another pretender, Prince 
Louis Napoleon Bonaparte, a nephew of the ‘Emperor of Glory’ — and, like the 
rest of the latter’s family, forbidden to enter France — had marched ‘through the 
streets of Strasbourg with a contingent of...” Here the message ended, the sem- 
aphore signals having been interrupted by fog. 

The future Napoleon HI, 28 years old, suppported by a Strasbourg colonel 
of artillery and others, had indeed appeared in that city the day before with a 
proclamation beginning: ‘From the rock of St. Helena a ray of the dying sun 
has touched my soul.’ He vowed ‘to win and to die for the cause of the peoples.’ 
On the strength of the irrepressible saga of Napoleon, reinforced by Romantic 
enthusiasm and the general dissatisfaction, he had judged the time ripe for a 
successful coup, but the planned rising was so ineptly organized that, within 
three hours of his marching off with the colonel’s artillery to the sound of 
music, he was arrested in the barracks of the infantry, who refused to join him. 
This was not, however, known in Paris and the King and the Ministers spent a 
sleepless night at the Tuileries. Rather than have another trial, Louis-Philippe 
wisely let the Bonapartist pretender leave for distant America. 

But prince de Joinville was to write: “The repetition of these conspiracies, 
these attempts at creating civil war which came from the Republicans, Legit- 
imists, Bonapartists, and the continued need to fight, repress and punish, all 
weighed heavily upon him [the King], like a detestable burden.’'? They also did 
little to convey to Europe’s other monarchs and its public opinion the image — 
for which Louis-Philippe was striving — of his régime as a lasting, and not a 
shaky, one. 

‘My daughter cannot bring herself to face the dangers to which the French 
Royal Family unfortunately remains exposed.’ Thus, after Alibaud’s shot, had 
the Archduke Joseph of Habsburg coolly broken off the advanced negotiations 
for her match with the Duke of Orléans. Internally, however, the King, hoping 
for better times, continued his policy of the juste milieu, or ‘golden mean’, and 
managed to hang on. In a speech to the Chamber during the debate on the 
‘September Laws’, Guizot, while still Minister of Education, had denied that 
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the new laws would degenerate into tyranny and the suppression of the consti- 
tutional opposition. After declaring that such thoughts could only be ascribed 
to the King’s enemies, ‘to the parties who are obedient to absolutist principles’ 
and ‘incapable of compromise’, he had neatly defined the essence and the 
merits of the King’s middle course: 

‘Our own policy, gentlemen, the policy of the juste milieu, is essentially 
hostile to absolute principles... It is in the nature of our policy to be an enemy of 
all excesses, to face about without the least embarrassment, without the least 
inconsistency, in order to fight now the one, now the other... That’, he had 
added to applause from the centre, ‘is what makes our strength.’ After Alibaud’s 
and other assassination attempts, the King’s politically informed daughter 
Louise, Queen of the Belgians, summed up the outlook for the family in these 
cautiously practical terms: 


In the double fear of Henry V and that of a Republic I see two 
chances for the future of our boutique, which may perhaps save us 
from succumbing to the same mistakes, and being as easily over- 
thrown, as the Restoration. There is nothing good to come after us 
and I am confident that we shall maintain ourselves, because we are a 


necessity. "8 


In 1835, Alexis de Tocqueville, a 30-year-old Norman aristocrat and cousin of 
Chateaubriand, published the first volume of De la Démocratie en Amerique, a 
work that created an immediate stir by giving Europeans a view of politics and 
day-to-day life in a free society that differed greatly from their imaginary notion 
of the United States. 

Tocqueville’s mission, undertaken as a young magistrate, had been to study 
the US penal system. Several of his noble relatives having been guillotined 
during the French Revolution, he expected the worst from elective government 
by the masses in a republic, but was so fascinated by the functioning of 
America’s institutions that he departed from his itinerary. Rather than confining 
himself to America’s excesses, its prisons and criminal side, so to speak, he set 
about studying the phenomenon of ‘Democracy, in order to learn what we have 
to fear and to hope’ from it. Observing that a democratic system, for all its many 
ills — which he did not fail to point out — had something to recommend it, he was 
one of the first to realize that France’s privileged ‘electorate of the rich’ could 
not be maintained forever against pressure from millions of voteless French- 
men, and would eventually have to give way to some form of general suffrage. 

‘You’, Guizot promptly wrote to Tocqueville, ‘judge Democracy like an aris- 
tocrat who has been defeated and who, moreover, is convinced that his victorious 
opponent is right.’ Although Guizot had resigned as Minister of Education, the 
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so-called ‘policy of resistance’ (to any electoral change) of which he was the 
foremost exponent continued to carry the day. 

Tocqueville, also in 1835, produced his Journeys to England and Ireland, in 
which he described Manchester as a giant industrial sewer. Writing almost a 
decade before young Friedrich Engels was to publish his Condition of the 
Working Class in England, Tocqueville noted that in Manchester human civiliza- 
tion had attained its highest as well as its ‘most brutish’ development: ‘From 
this filthy sewer the greatest stream of human industry flows out to fertilize the 
whole world.’ Here civilization worked its miracles and produced ‘pure gold’ at 
the price of turning civilized man ‘practically into a savage’. 

A short, thin, pallid man, Tocqueville was to be elected to the Chamber of 
Deputies in 1839 and later to serve briefly as Foreign Minister. But moralist, 
historian and profound analyst that he was, he kept aloof and was too fastidious 
a personality to exert himself in the political market-place. Though he accepted 
the need for change and foresaw the spread of parliamentary democracy, he did 
little to further its progress: he feared, in fact, that governments chosen by, and 
dependent upon, the politically uneducated, easily swayed and irresponsible 
masses might interfere with individual liberty and degenerate into new forms of 
tyranny surpassing all previous ‘despotisms” — in ways, he said, that he could 
neither define nor find a name for, so new was the phenomenon of ‘Democracy’ 
in undemocratic Europe. (Totalitarian ‘people’s democracies’ had of course yet 
to be heard of.) 

One prophetic passage included by Tocqueville in the first volume of De la 
Démocratie en Amérique was to come in for particular attention in the second 
half of the 2oth century. Closing that 1835 volume with a comparison between 
Russia and America, Tocqueville observed that ‘the American struggles against 
the obstacles that Nature opposes to him: the adversaries of the Russian are 
men. The former combats the wilderness and savage life; the latter civilization 
with all its arms. The conquests of the American are therefore gained by the 
ploughshare; those of the Russian by the sword.’ 


The Anglo-American relies on personal interest to accomplish his 
ends and gives free scope to the unguided strength and common 
sense of the people; the Russian centres all the authority of society in 
a single arm. The principal instrument of the former is freedom; of 
the latter, servitude. Their starting-point is different; yet each of 
them seems marked out by the will of Heaven to sway the destinies of 
half the globe. 


Tocqueville’s prediction that the US and Russia would one day emerge as the 
two dominant superpowers is all the more striking since he had never visited 
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Russia nor, as far as is known, made any particular study of it; and doubly so if 
one recalls that only the British Empire, by virtue of its overseas colonies and 
the global link provided by the Royal Navy, could call itself a world power in 
1835. Commenting on this passage nearly a century and a half later, the 
eminent Russian scholar and long-time US Ambassador to the Soviet Union, 
George F. Kennan, wrote in 1971 that Tocqueville’s remarks concerning Russia 
‘could not have been better taken and phrased had they been written by a man 
long familiar with that country.’'9 

Tocqueville also foresaw the grey, atomizing uniformity, the spiritual 
boredom and loss of individuality that were to accompany the mass age, a point 
to be taken up before the end of the 1850s by John Stuart Mill in his famous On 
Liberty. Writing of the tyranny of ‘public opinion’, Mill matched Tocqueville’s 
remarks and observed, long before the electronic mass media were to make the 
world shrink, that Englishmen, too, ‘comparatively speaking, now read the 
same things, listen to the same things, see the same things, go to the same 
places, have their hopes and fears directed to the same objects...’ 

Indeed, Tocqueville had yet to produce the next volume of his work on 
America when, in the extraordinary financial boom of the mid-1830s — with 
new industries, banks, entrepreneurs flourishing — Emile de Girardin in 1836 
launched France’s first low-priced daily, La Presse, creating the prototype of a 
modern mass-circulation newspaper pandering to popular taste, while at the 
same time shaping it. 

La Presse published commercial advertisements and Bourse quotations, and 
another of its innovations was the serialization of thriller-type novels which left 
people in suspense from instalment to instalment. It began by supporting the 
July Monarchy of Louis-Philippe — for which Girardin was said to have received 
a generous subvention from the court — but as he rose to become a press lord and 
one of France’s leading publicists he developed a brand of varying personal pol- 
itics, attacking or sparing successive governments according to whether or not 
they adopted the advice and programmes he offered in his paper. 

The July Monarchy had its own mouthpiece in Bertin’s Journal des Débats, 
but the opposition was well represented — the republicans by Le National and 
the more radical La Tribune; the liberal and anti-clerical party by Le Courier, the 
legitimist but parliamentary royalists by the Gazette de France; the dynastic 
opposition by the Journal de Commerce. Thiers had his own platform in Le Con- 
stitutionnel and after his dismissal in August 1836 he made full use of it to lead 
the movement for a measure of electoral reform against the ‘policy of resis- 
tance’ of his fellow-historian and former ally, Guizot. 

And no sooner had Girardin’s low-priced La Presse appeared than another 
intrepid Paris publisher, Dutacq, launched a rival tabloid, Le Siècle. In the 
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general press war which developed, Girardin’s successful use of cut-up fiction 
served up in tantalizing daily portions as a circulation booster was to produce a 
flood of worthless romans-feuilleton, but also some enduring and world-wide 
best-sellers. Balzac’s La Vieille Fille, for example, first appeared in La Presse. 
George Sand, too, wrote novels for the newspapers. By the next decade, Dumas 
was to provide The Three Musketeers in instalments in Le Siécle; The Count of 
Monte Cristo in the Journal des Débats, and a number of romances, often from 
drafts prepared by several hands, for La Presse. 

Soon Eugéne Sue, a former marine surgeon who had previously published a 
tedious history of the French Navy, was having a huge success with Les Mys- 
téres de Paris, serialized in the Journal des Débats in advance of its book publica- 
tion in 10 volumes. His equally long Le Juif errant, for which he received an 
‘astronomic’ 100,000 francs, was worth every sou to Le Constitutionnel, whose 
circulation it helped to increase sixfold. 

Before stepping down as Minister of Education, the conservative Guizot had 
greatly widened the French school system, providing elementary education for 
all. Though he had done so for no democratic reasons — rather, all he aimed at 
was to raise the ‘moral’ standard of the masses and to give them a chance to 
improve their souls — the reading public was growing. The simultaneous foun- 
dation of the two popular tabloids marked the entrepreneurial spirit of the 
times, but also answered a need, for the accruing ranks of readers now included 
artisans and lower middle-class people. If this signalled the beginning of the 
cultural uniformity described by Tocqueville, the development had political 
and social implications. 

Notwithstanding the increasingly violent political strife, and for all the con- 
spiracies, corruption, and general venality of these years in which almost every- 
thing, from votes to newspaper articles, could be bought, the base of French 
public opinion was broadening. The ‘September Laws’ were not applied in full, 
there was an opposition press, and novels like Les Mystères de Paris and the seri- 
alized works of Balzac and George Sand brought observations and themes taken 
from reality before a wider readership. 

In 1835 a talented young writer, Karl Gutzkow, published in Germany a 
novel called Wally, die Zweiflerin (Wally, the Sceptic Maiden’), in which, under 
the influence of George Sand’s ideas and others imported from France — partly 
through the intermediary of Heine — he celebrated the ‘emancipation of the 
flesh’, along with a new approach to nature, life and reality. The most objection- 
able passage in the novel was a scene in which Wally, forced against her will to 
marry a foreign ambassador, accedes to her lover’s request to let him glimpse 
her nude body as a token of their spiritual bond at the very moment when they 
are to part forever. 
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Gutzkow indicated that the scene represented a moment of sheer ‘wanton- 
ness, but a wantonness of innocence and painful eternal renunciation’. The son 
of a Berlin horse-trainer, Gutzkow had received at the age of 19 the medal of 
Berlin’s faculty of philosophy as Hegel’s best student. Since leaving the univer- 
sity he had edited a literary journal, then had worked for a time as an assistant to 
Wolfgang Menzel, the editor of the Stutigart Literatur blatt and high panjan- 
drum among German literary critics. Hegel had warned his pupil against 
having anything to do with Menzel, and indeed Menzel and Gutzkow soon fell 
out over the latter’s progressive ideas. 

Next, Gutzkow joined forces with Ludolf Wienbarg to start a literary review 
in Frankfurt, the Deutsche Rundschau. They made contact with Heinrich Laube, 
editor of Leipzig’s long-established Journal for the Elegant World and with other 
literary editors in Berlin, Frankfurt and Hamburg. Menzel, fearing for his 
Literaturblatt and deciding to quash the rival project in embryo, thereupon 
launched a public attack on Gutzkow’s Wally. He wrote that it contained ‘ideas 
of the kind conceived in a brothel’, and went on to suggest that Gutzkow had 
made it his task ‘to transplant to Germany the scandalous French licentious- 
ness, which blasphemes against God in the arms of harlots.’ 

In September 1835 he denounced Gutzkow to the authorities as the leader of 
a cosmopolitan, francophile and subversive group which he labelled ‘La Jeune 
Allemagne’. Publicly referring to the yet unborn Deutsche Rundschau as 
presided over ‘not by the goddess of justice but by Venus vulgivaga’, he called it 
a ‘school of vice’ that would extol ‘free sensuality’ and wage ‘war against Chris- 
tianity, morality and matrimony.’ 

Menzel was particularly incensed when it was announced that a number of 
distinguished academics had promised to collaborate on the new journal, which 
was to be modelled on the Revue des Deux Mondes. Perceiving a real threat to his 
own dominion over contemporary German literature, Menzel warned in a fury 
that although ‘the wild fantasies of a few aberrant youths’ might appear harm- 
less, a spark could ignite ‘a conflagration’. Those belonging to the ‘Young 
Germany school’ not only wrote obscene books, according to his tirade, but 
entertained Saint-Simonist ideas and heralded ‘an even more dissolute republi- 
canism, a grandiose harlots’ republic (‘Hetaerenrepublik’)...’ 

In November Menzel named 5 young writers — Gutzkow, Wienbarg, Laube, 
Mundt and Kühne — as the leaders of this subversive ‘school’ or movement. 
Having fabricated it out of Wienbarg’s dedication of a book ‘to the Young Ger- 
many’, he wrote that it was ‘in reality Young Palestine’, an obvious stab at 
Heine, since none of the 5 was Jewish. At the same time he mobilized his reli- 
gious Prussian patriotism — which had hitherto not interfered with his 
expressed admiration for Heine, Borne and other liberal authors — to fire a 
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broadside at the university professors who had promised to write for Gutzkow’s 
new review: ‘Are not the universities state institutions?” he asked. ‘Do Chris- 
tianity, morality, and marriage no longer count for anything in the State of 
Prussia?’ And how was it that in Prussia, with its vaunted conservative Christ- 
ian spirit, ‘the best-known professors of Berlin, Königsberg and Halle’ were 
queueing up to collaborate with Gutzkow, this ‘new and dirty Marat preaching 
a republic of sans-culottes and sans-chemises?” While ‘the Five’, as the young 
writers became known, were indeed pining for some change in Germany’s stag- 
nant political and cultural atmosphere, but otherwise held varying views, the 
‘professors’ — including Eduard Gans, Hegel’s successor, and other respected 
figures such as Varnhagen von Ense — had little in common with them other 
than a generally progressive outlook and a wish for untrammeled discussion of 
all ideas. Lumping them all together and making them guilty by association, 
Menzel accused the professors of nothing less than betraying ‘the German 
nationality’. 

The upshot was that on 14 November Prussia banned all the works of ‘the 
Five’. Gutzkow was tried on blasphemy charges for Wally. He was sentenced 
to three months’ imprisonment, and his fiancée abandoned him. The hardest 
hit of all was Heinrich Laube. This prolific writer and dramatist — later to be a 
member of the Frankfurt Assembly and to serve for many years as director of 
Vienna’s Burgtheater — had since the beginning of the 1830s known every 
kind of political persecution. Originally arrested for his activities in the 
Burschenschafien and for criticizing Prussia’s institutions, he had been 
amnestied, only to be rearrested in 1833 and held for 8 months in solitary 
confinement in Berlin. In 1834 he had been expelled from Saxony. Under the 
terms of the amnesty, the old charges could be revived, and his mere designa- 
tion as one of the “Young Germany literary school’ ~ which a decree of the 
Federal Bundestag on 10 December described as ‘openly tending to attack the 
Christian religion in the most insolent way, to denigrate existing social rela- 
tions, and to destroy all decency and morality’ — was enough to inflict on him a 
sentence of 6 years’ imprisonment in a fortress. Laube, who had just been 
married, was in despair. Only good fortune and the intervention of a liberal 
prince eventually combined to result in the sentence’s being commuted in a 
way that saved Laube’s sanity and enabled him to pull through. But Wien- 
barg’s academic career was finished and, unable to pick up the pieces again, he 
became an alcoholic. Mundt was dismissed from Berlin University on the day 
he was to deliver his inaugural lecture. Only Kühne managed to save his skin 
by denouncing Gutzkow. 

In the Federal Bundestag decree of 10 December, Heine’s name headed a 
new list of ‘the Five’, from which Kiihne’s had been dropped. The decree ban- 
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ned their works in all the 36 German states, making their governments ‘respon- 
sible for preventing’ not only the printing and publication but even ‘the distrib- 
ution of their writings’ through lending libraries. 

In Paris, Heine was dumbfounded by the news. He had indeed been invited 
to write for Gutzkow’s stillborn Deutsche Rundschau, but had been too preoccu- 
pied with other matters to send an answer. He occasionally corresponded with 
Wienbarg and Laube but did not know any of the others and had no connection 
with the ‘Young Germany’ or any other literary school. Yet he was being pun- 
ished as its progenitor: on 30 November Metternich instructed his henchmen 
to proceed with special and utmost severity ‘against Heine, the spiritual father 
of the Young Germany.’ Nor was that all. 

On 11 December, Prussia announced that ‘Heine’s future literary output, in 
all languages and wherever published’, would come under the previous day’s 
ban. The other proscribed writers (except Wienbarg) had variously dissociated 
themselves from Gutzkow and all those who had promised to write for his pro- 
jected review — including 6 of ‘the best-known professors’ — had bowed to the 
authorities and hastened to publish denials of any association with him. 

It had taken a single influential demagogue, Menzel, to crush the spirit of 
Germany’s young and to quench any stir or questioning by its leading intellec- 
tuals — or so it was long believed. But, as Sammons was to note in 1979, ‘we 
know today that... a ban on Young Germany was in preparation before his 
[Menzel’s] articles began to appear, and Heine’s own Religion and Philosophy 
was one of the ban’s main motives.’?° 

Another motive in the background was the publication that year of David 
Friedrich Strauss’s Life of Jesus. Strauss, a Tübingen theologian and philoso- 
pher, did not reject Christianity, but his sensational book questioned the histori- 
cal authenticity of the Gospels. It could thus be seen as indirectly challenging 
the notion of the ‘divine right of kings’ invoked by Europe’s monarchs. Once 
this sanction was taken away, the whole political and social order could be ques- 
tioned. While the Grand Council of Ziirich, which had offered Strauss a profes- 
sorial chair, promptly offered its resignation, the developing ‘Young Hegelian’ 
school found him too moderate. Germany’s clerical-feudal governments, on the 
other hand, feared that the beginning critique of religion would ultimately 
undermine the whole structure over which they presided, and Menzel’s ven- 
omous articles served to prepare the public for their harsh measures. 

‘Curiously’, Heine was later to write, ‘it is always religion, always morality, 
always patriotism, which our enemies use to conceal their evil acts,... Never 
their own miserable interests.’ Germany seemed ready not only to silence every 
free thought but to destroy its only living writer of world significance. Heine 
himself found it hard to believe at first that Prussia would make itself ridiculous 
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by ‘banning books which are not yet written’; but he was to learn to his dismay 
that the blow was real. 

The year 1835 had brought not only tightened censorship, the persecution of 
David Strauss and the ruthless measures against anyone even remotely con- 
nected with the ‘Young Germany’ affair, but also the hounding of Georg Biich- 
ner. In 1835, Büchner was only 23. His play The Death of Danton — written 
before he had left Darmstadt two years earlier to study medicine and philoso- 
phy at Strasbourg — had been published by Gutzkow before the ‘Young Ger- 
many’ storm broke out. The year before, Biichner had moved to the university 
of Giessen, in the Grand Duchy of Hesse, where he organized a ‘Society for 
the Rights of Man’ and started a periodical, Der Hessische Landbote (‘The Hes- 
sian Messenger’), which disseminated the ideas of Saint-Simon and Fourier. 
In 1835, suspected as the author of a leaflet carrying a motto taken from the 
French Revolution — ‘Peace to the cottages, war on the palaces!’ — this poet of 
genius who made himself the spokesman of the mute common people was 
forced to flee the police, first to Strasbourg, and then to Ziirich. There, after 
completing his doctorate and beginning to lecture at the University, he was to 
die two years later — but not before having written Woyzeck, the forceful Rom- 
antic-realistic drama which foreshadowed modern expressionism. 
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Kari Marx’s First Student Year in Bonn 


Karl Marx was in his first year at Bonn University when the December 1835 
Bundestag decree concerning the ‘Young Germany’ writers was issued. The 
decree created a general sensation. Marx’s reaction to it or to its month-long 
reverberations is unknown; but that December he joined a literary student 
circle and had occasion to observe the intensified supervision of all student 
activities. 

On his arrival in Bonn in October, with a comfortable allowance from his 
father, Kar] had installed himself in the best and most expensive rooms directly 
opposite the university. With its 40,000 inhabitants, Bonn was a free and easy 
city, three times larger than Trier, and Karl took to it immediately. The univer- 
sity enjoyed the continued prestige of having the great Romantic, August 
Wilhelm von Schlegel, on its faculty. But it also had a certain reputation for 
laxness. Indeed, until about the time of Marx’s arrival Bonn had escaped the 
general persecution of both the nationalist and the liberal Burschenschaft frater- 
nities. Although proscribed, they functioned more or less openly and the uni- 
versity authorities allowed their 700 students more freedom than any other in 
Germany. 

Lectures had not yet begun when he arrived, and other than studying the 
scheduled lecture courses — and registering for no fewer than 9 of them — he had 
time on his hands. Together with 6 other freshmen from Trier, he set about 
exploring the taverns and wineshops of the friendly city, much of whose student 
life outside the classroom was spent in drinking, duelling and carousing under 
the benevolent eyes of Bonn’s burghers, who themselves loved a good cup. 

He did not think it necessary to notify his parents of his safe arrival. His 
father wrote him a short letter dated 8 November: ‘It is more than three weeks 
since you left home, and no trace of you! You know your mother and her 
anxious nature...’ Unwilling to admit that he was quite upset himself, he 
declared, ‘I for my part can wait,’ but he reproved Karl for his ‘negligence sur- 
passing all bounds, which unfortunately confirms my opinion that, in spite of 
your many good qualities, it is sheer egoism that predominates in your heart.’ 
He found his son irresponsible and asked him to ‘calm mother forthwith’.' 
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The letter, however, remained on Heinrich Marx’s desk in Trier, as he didn’t 
have Karl’s address in Bonn. On 18 November he started another, longer letter 
to Karl. The two letters were not to be sent off until 29 November, by which 
time the son had given the first sign of life in the form of a hastily scribbled, 
barely legible note. It was to the second of his father’s delayed letters that his 
mother added the long Postscript quoted earlier. 

It will be noticed that in the first of these letters his father accused Karl of 
three things: negligence, egoism and ‘irresponsible’ conduct. ‘It is more than 
curious that we do not even have your exact address yet,’ he remarked sarcasti- 
cally in the second letter. When Karl Marx went to Berlin two years later he 
neglected again to inform his family of his address. By then his father was to 
complain: ‘Never did we get an answer to our letters; never did any of your 
answers relate either to your previous letter, or to any of ours.’ Nor did Karl 
ever write to, or inquire about, his sisters and brothers. 

There was obviously something missing in Karl’s relationship with his 
parents and his siblings. It was beginning to emerge that he was egocentric, too 
wrapped up in himself to show or entertain filial or brotherly sentiments or, as 
his father expressed it two years later, ‘So young, you were already alienated 
from your family.’ 

Back in 1815, Heinrich Marx had warned one of Prussia’s high officials that 
the discriminatory policy of forced baptisms would alienate and make rebels of 
the next generation. He may not have remembered this now, 20 years later. 
Regretting the severity of his first short letter, he declared in his second: ‘I am 
not a pedantic authoritarian. If I have been too harsh with my child, I am ready 
to admit it... Your letter, though practically illegible, has given me great plea- 
sure.” He observed that ‘nine courses seem rather a lot to me, and I don’t want 
you to do more than body and soul can bear. But if you can manage it, very well. 
The field of knowledge is immense and time is short. You will probably give me 
a fuller and more detailed report in your next letter, you know how interested I 
am in everything that concerns you.’ 

This letter abounds in expressions of confidence in Karl’s natural gifts, his 
‘bright mind’, his ‘pure’ heart, his industry, etc. If his mother in her Postscript 
seemed concerned about his health and asked that he scrub himself weekly 
‘with sponge and soap’, his father too reminded him that ‘on this wretched 
earth the body is the constant companion of the soul and conditions the well- 

being of the whole machine. A sick scholar is the most unfortunate being on 
earth.’ This seemingly exaggerated concern with Karl’s health was to be justi- 
fied when it broke down under his tendency to excess. 

His mother wrote simply, ‘keep well... and always keep God and your parents 
before your eyes.’ His father did not doubt that Karl would always remain 
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‘morally good’, but he too found it necessary to add that morality’s best buttress 
is ‘a pure belief in God’. Expressing his own shallow deism, he wrote: ‘You 
know that I am not a fanatic. But sooner or later there are moments in life when 
this belief becomes a true necessity... And what Newton, Locke and Leibniz 
believed, anyone may submit to.’ 

In the midst of this loving, semi-moralizing letter, a revealing confession 
escapes the father: ‘I would like to see in you what I might perhaps have become 

had I been born under equally auspicious circumstances. You can fulfil or 

destroy my most beautiful hopes.’ He was aware that it might be ‘unfair and 
unwise’ to place such a burden on his son, ‘but who other than nature is respon- 
sible for it that men who are otherwise not so weak nevertheless make weak 
fathers?’ 

It was only midway through their 30-months-long epistolary dialogue that 
Heinrich Marx began to realize the extent of his son’s ‘alienation’; and detecting 
an unguessed ‘demonic’ Faustian element in Karl, he was seized with forebod- 
ings that his son might in the end realize not his best hopes, but his worst fears. 

For the moment, far from giving his father a ‘more detailed report’, Karl did 
not answer this letter or his mother’s long Postscript. When his parents heard 
from him again, it was in the form of another hurried note advising them that he 
had overspent his allowance and was in need of more money. 

He had started his studies with great enthusiasm, devouring lecture after lec- 
ture — the august Schlegel discoursing on Homer; Friedrich Gottlieb Welcker, 
an authority in his field, expounding Greek and Roman mythology; G.W.E. 
d’Alton, on modern art history; and three other professors on Roman law, its 
history and institutions. With three more courses on Greek literature and aes- 
thetics, Karl was soon overworked to the point of exhaustion and, accepting his 
father’s advice, dropped the last three. After some time, even 6 courses proved 
too much, and again on his father’s advice he was to drop two more. At this 
point he did not question the authority of his father, who for all his various 
admonishments kept flattering his ego. Nor did he have any intention of disap- 
pointing him. 

Professor Welcker found Karl an ‘exceptionally industrious and attentive’ 
student, and his other teachers were equally satisfied with his diligence. Karl’s 
interest in jurisprudence, however, petered out towards the end of the first 
semester, and in the second, although formally continuing courses in German 
and European law, he was to attend hardly any lectures, preferring to study on 
his own. 

From the beginning, too, he had plunged into Bonn’s boisterous extracurricu- 
lar student life with youthful zest. Besides joining the so-called Treviraner 
‘Tavern’ Club formed by 30 or so students from Trier (hence Treviraner), he had 


419 


THE Doctors OF REVOLUTION 


by December 1835 also become a member of the Poctenbund, a Poetry Circle of 
young writers and literati. By then the renewed crackdown on the Burschen- 
schaften, in progress since the amateurish 1833 student putsch against the Frank- 
furt Constabulary and the attempt to blow up the Bundestag in Berlin (capped in 
1835 by a riot in the capital on the King’s birthday), had, upon Metternich’s 
intensified pressure on all German states, reached Bonn’s tolerant ‘fortress of 
Romanticism’ as well. The process of ferreting out leading Burschenschaftler and 
nationalist or liberal ‘subversive’ students had started about the time of Marx’s 
arrival, but now it was in full swing. There were daily arrests and expulsions. 
The only student associations allowed to remain were the Borussia Corps of aris- 
tocratic fops — who in the words of one contemporary regarded ‘brawling and 
carousing as the highest aim of the student’s life’? — and such supposedly non- 
political Landsmannschafien as the Treviraner “Tavern’ Club and other societies 
based on the regional provenance of their student-members. 

Unlike them, the literary Poetenbund was an outright radical group. 
Founded by two students who had police records, its members included Karl 
Gruen, one of the early ‘true’ Socialists whom Marx was later to treat to some 
of his fiercest invective; and it had connections with a similar literary-political 
group at Gottingen University, headed by Karl Bernays, the future editor of 
the Paris Vormarts! (‘Forward!’), in which Marx was to publish one of his first 
Communist articles. 

The Poetenbund, in short, was sufficiently suspect for the police agent Nohl, 
who had spied on Trier’s Gymnasium pupils, to be sent over to help the Bonn 
authorities investigate it. The quarters of the student literati were ransacked 
and the Poetenbund’s rules and minutes confiscated. But as these specified the 
aim of its gatherings as nothing more incriminating than ‘the reciprocal exer- 
cise of poetical talents’, the matter was passed on to the university court. 
Although no action followed and Karl’s name did not appear in the police 
report, he and the other would-be poets now had a whiff of the persecution of 
the ‘Young Germany’ writers, which continued to be the talk of the day. 

Karl had sent a specimen of his poetry to his father, who found it a poor and 
senseless piece. After reading it ‘word for word’ he had this to say to his son: 
‘Frankly, your talents please me greatly and I expect much from them, but I 
would be grieved to see you make your appearance as a common little poet- 
aster... Only a man of a first-rate talent has the right to claim the attention of a 
pampered world, which has had a Schiller.’ Although delicately counselling 
Karl not to be misled by enthusiasm and rush into print with his verses, Hein- 
rich Marx was at first pleased with Karl’s membership in the Poetenbund, on 
the assumption — as he wrote him — that a literary circle was ‘better than a pub- 
lic house, for young people who enjoy such gatherings must necessarily be edu- 
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cated and better aware of their worth as excellent future citizens than those who 
assert their worth by excelling in rowdiness.’ 

He was of course less pleased when he learned at some delay that the Poeten- 
bund was under police suspicion. The fact is that Karl kept his parents some- 
what in the dark about his activities. When he was ill his father advised him to 
exercise regularly, take walks, ‘even go riding occasionally’, but not to overdo 
anything; his mother cautioned him not to ‘get heated up or drink much wine or 
coffee’ and to refrain from smoking tobacco or ‘dancing dear Karl until you are 
fully recovered.” When Karl, having squandered his allowance, ran out of funds 
early in 1836, his father sent him extra money. ‘Even a scholar’, he observed 
drily, ought to keep some order in his finances, but once Karl had placated him 
with some lines, all was forgiven; and in an undated letter in May or June — con- 
vinced ‘by the sincerity and decency of your character’ — he wrote that he was 
sending another 100 Thaler. 

By 1 July 1836, however, Heinrich Marx was reduced to pleading with ‘dear 
Karl’ to write ‘about anything, but write.’3 The ever-alert father was particu- 
larly perturbed for he had somehow got wind of Karl’s participating in a certain 
amount of student rowdiness. His earlier undated letter had included a passage 
starting with the revealing question: ‘And is duelling so interwoven with philo- 
sophy?... Don’t let this propensity, and if not propensity, then mania, take root.’ 

Karl had yet to become involved in a duel, but he had been arrested on 13 
June for drunkenness and ‘noisy revelry’ at night. He was sentenced by the 
proctor to be jailed for 24 hours in the university Karzer, where on 16/17 June 
he had a jolly time entertaining visitors whom the less-than-stringent Bonn 
authorities allowed in with beer, wine and cards. 

The Treviraner Club and the other middle-class student societies meeting at 
other drinking-houses all resented the snobbish aristocrats of the Borussia 
Corps, who were (as denoted by the name of the Corps) of Prussian origin and 
looked down on the rest of the students. The latter made it their sport to 
ridicule and provoke them, or to respond to their provocations with satire and 
vituperation, which led to frequent fist-fights, brawls and duels. 

Because of Karl’s drinking ability, his sarcastic repartee and general assert- 
iveness, he was elected to the s-member presidium of the Treviraner Club and 
took an active part both in their carousing and in their verbal and physical 
duelling with the Borussians. There was a definite element of social animosity 
between the two camps, but whether or not this affected him in any way, he 
attended hardly any lectures in the summer semester other than Schlegel’s on 
the elegies of the Roman poet Propertius, and found an outlet for his dynamic 
temperament and his aggressiveness in the mutual jeering and the regular 
nightly game of ‘chaff’ with the Borussia Corps. 
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Many years later he was to describe this game of ‘chaff which started after 
the students — ‘at about 11 o’clock at night’ — were thrown out of the beer- 
houses and assembled on the market-place, where the members of each society 


of ‘colour’ began to insult those of any other colour: 


The aim is to produce one of those frequent and not very dangerous 
duels which compose one of the chief features of student life. In 
these preliminary controversies on the market-place, the great art 
consists in so wording your hits that no actual or formal insult is con- 
tained in them, although you vex your opponent as much as possible, 
and at last make him lose his temper, so that he comes out with that 
conventional, formal insult which compels you to send him a chal- 


lenge.* 


Karl Marx himself fought at least one duel that summer. Although the exact 
circumstances are unknown, it is believed that it took place at Bonn at the 
beginning or middle of August 1836. It ended with his being lightly wounded 
over his right eye. 

His father had already decided that Bonn University, with its wild, uncon- 
trolled student life — as a result of which two young people had been killed in 
duels during the past two years — was too riotous a place for his son. On 1 July 
he had sent the university authorities a curt note saying: ‘I not only grant my 
son Karl Marx permission but hereby convey to you my express wish that he 
transfer to the University of Berlin in the next semester. Marx, Justizrat, 
Advokat-Anvalt.’ 

According to the school-leaving certificate issued by the university on 22 Au- 
gust 1836, ‘Herr Carl [sic] Heinrich Marx was sentenced to one day’s incarcer- 
ation’ in the university jail for ‘disturbing the peace at night, noisy revelry and 
drunkenness.’ Neither his brawls with the young sparks of the Borussia Corps 
nor the duel, or possibly duels, he had fought were mentioned in the school 
report. This went on to say, however, that while his conduct had been ‘unobjec- 
tionable’, notice had lately been received of his ‘carrying a forbidden weapon in 
Cologne. An investigation is in progress.’ This has led to the conjecture that the 
duel in which he was involved that August in Bonn may not have been fought 
with the stiletto he normally carried, but with pistols, which were considered 
by the students to be a more ‘manly’ weapon than short daggers or sabres. Car- 
rying them was forbidden. 

But apart from the Cologne police report to Bonn University nothing 
further is known about this, and with his departure from Bonn the progress of 
the university’s investigation into the matter of the ‘forbidden weapon’ was not 
heard of again. 
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On 22 August he left Bonn, not before celebrating the end of the academic 
year and going on a final spree with the Treviraners. They gathered at the 
White Horse Inn in nearby Godesberg, drank and smoked from long-stemmed 
porcelain pipes, paused between roaring songs to relive some famous pranks 
they had enjoyed, and while thus engaged had themselves lithographed (as 
those of a later day would have themselves photographed) by David Levy 
Elkan. This Cologne artist, wellknown for his later being commissioned by the 
canons of Cologne Cathedral to ornament a historic letter of homage to the 
Pope (and for some memorable drawings of the cathedral’s statuary as well as 
an illustrated Passover Haggadah he was to leave behind), drew the students in 
ink on a yellow limestone slate as they sat about or stood posing in the garden of 
the inn in their coloured vests, narrow pantaloons and short coats, some of 
them with wine bottles raised high. Karl Marx stood between others in the Tre- 
viraner group, his figure half-hidden but his head clearly visible, and as Elkan 
sketched the crowded scene, catching in a few lines the features of 30-odd iden- 
tifiable individuals, he was in fact creating the only extant representation of 
what the future founder of Marxism looked like in his youth. 

‘According to this portrait he was remarkably handsome ~ not at all ‘the 
ugliest fellow under the sun’, as a resident of Trier was to describe him many 
years later, and a far cry, too, from the shaggy, monumental head known to pos- 
terity. He was hairy even then, with a tousled black mane over his high fore- 
head; side whiskers which started as a luxuriant lock covering each temple from 
eye to ear; a thin moustache; and, shadow-framing his clean-shaven maxillaries, 
more hair tucked into and chafing the stiff collar of his student jacket in the 
type of beneath-the-chin beard from ear to ear sported at one time or another 
by Romantic or simply fashionable non-conformists. 

Next thing, during his 7 weeks’ vacation at home in Trier, young Marx 
stupefied his parents with the announcement that he and Jenny, daughter of 
Baron Ludwig von Westphalen — and a Baroness in her own right — had become 
engaged. Karl’s elder sister Sophie, who was 20 and a friend of Jenny’s, had 
been their confidante and go-between during Karl’s year in Bonn. Jenny had 
refused to correspond with him but would visit the Marx home to get news of 
him from Sophie. Karl’s parents may thus have been aware of their son’s 
romance, but it is not known whether or how seriously they took it until Karl — 
having lost no time in resuming his wooing of his sweetheart and sealed their 
secret understanding or ‘bond’ of the previous year — confided in them that 
they were engaged and the young Baroness was now his bespoken bride. 

The ‘betrothal’ was, however, highly irregular in one important respect: 
Jenny, for reasons that will become apparent, hesitated to inform her family. 
The summer passed. In mid-October Karl left for Berlin University. He 
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finished the first half-year term while Jenny’s engagement to him continued to 
be kept a secret from Baron von Westphalen and his wife. Marx’s father was the 
first to have misgivings about this situation, which placed him in an embarrass- 
ing position vis-a-vis the Baron, with whom he had long been on friendly 
terms. 

‘Scarcely was the wild rampaging in Bonn over, scarcely were your debts 
settled... when to our consternation and dismay the sorrows of love began,’ 
Heinrich Marx wrote ruefully to his son in Berlin. But even he could not 
foresee the prolonged strain and acute conflicts which the proposed match was 
to produce between — as well as within — the two families, causing the son to 
complain, 7 years later, of ‘the useless and exhausting battles’ which ‘I and my 
bride’ continued to have to fight ‘partly with her pietist-aristocratic relations... 
and partly with my own family.’> 

An oil portrait of Jenny, painted when she was 21, shows her in the full 
bloom of youth: dark auburn hair, a high-browed, oval face, large green eyes, a 
perfect nose and full lips. It is a soft-looking, extremely well-proportioned face. 
People were impressed, too, by her agreeable personality; a contemporary who 
met her a dozen years later was moved to write that he had rarely encountered 
‘a woman so harmoniously turned out’ in everything, heart, spirit and appear- 
ance. It is not known which of the Trier schools she had attended, but when she 
was 16, Baron von Westphalen, true to his half-Scottish descent, had started 
teaching her English. She was familiar, too, with the works of Heine and the 
‘Young Germany’ literature and, sharing her father’s liberal inclinations, is said 
— in discussions stirred by its recent wholesale prohibition — to have stood up 
for the writers of this ‘modern’ progressive trend. 

Whether or not she was ‘the most beautiful girl in Trier’ and the town’s 
‘enchanted princess’ (descriptions which Marx recorded when revisiting the 
scenes of their youth in sentimental middle age 25 years later), she had certainly 
not lacked for suitors during his absence in Bonn. Few of the Fraulein turned 
out at the time by the girls’ school run by the wife of one of the Trier notaries, or 
by any of the piously Catholic town’s other educational ‘establishments for the 
edification of female youth’, were as well-born, well-bred or well-read. Jenny 
von Westphalen had wit and a sense of humour besides her good looks. Already 
in 1831 she had been described in a letter as ‘much courted’ and holding off 
admirers with great ‘sang froid’ for a girl of 17. That year she had been fleetingly 
engaged to Second Lieutenant Karl von Pannewitz, the 28-year-old scion of an 
old aristocratic family (and very remotely related to her father’s first wife).® 

Other Prussian officers stationed in Trier and some of the district’s rich 
landowners’ sons must have found her more attractive company than the 
average winegrowers’ daughters and young matrons whose interests, except for 
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the occasional bluestocking, were confined to Kaffeeklatsch and embroidery 
circles, charity dances and church bazaars. 

When Karl returned from Bonn in late August 1836, Jenny was 22 and he 18. 
But he was a truculent youth, hirsute, dark-complexioned, with black luminous 
eyes, his look often inward-turned and brooding — yet at other times so pene- 
trating and in argument so piercing that Jenny was to complain only a few 
months later of his trying to ‘obliterate’ her with his glance. Of medium height 
but broad-shouldered, he walked with a lithe gait. Restless, self-preoccupied 
and dynamic, he combined earnestness with exuberance and an appetite for the 
roisterous side of student life. He might be boyishly boasting of beer-drinking 
orgies and duels, but he had been writing poetry since he was 15, he thought of 
himself as a poet, and he was in love. 

It was to be some time before he stopped taking himself seriously as a poet. In 
the summer and autumn of 1836, he turned out nearly 60 poems, almost a third 
of them ‘Sonnets to Jenny’ or otherwise addressed to her, the rest ballads 
dealing with the more or less obligatory themes of the Romantic fantasy, from 
stars to graves, ghosts and the nether world, as can be seen from a sampling of 
their titles: ‘Death’s Grief’, ‘The Pallid Maiden’, ‘Soul Music’, ‘Song of the 
Sirens’, ‘Song of the Elves’, ‘A Song to the Stars’, ‘Song of Gnomes’, ‘The 
Ghost’, ‘Romance of the Grave’, and the like. Marx made clean copies of them 
all in his small Gothic handwriting, filling three copybooks with his poetic 
output — all of it practically worthless and ‘built of moonshine’, as he eventually 
realized; and years later he and Jenny would laugh with tears at these youthful 
follies. 

At the time, however, when Jenny received the three collections, the cover of 
the first bearing the title Book or Love and inscribed “To my dear, eternally 
loved Jenny von Westphalen. Berlin. 1836. At the end of autumn’, and signed 
K.H.Marx (the other two similarly signed, dedicated and titled, respectively, 
Book oF Love. Part Two and Book oF Sonas), she shed tears ‘of delight and 
pain’. These three collections, mentioned by Marx’s daughter Eleanor and 
inspected at the beginning of this century by D. Ryazanov and that other early 
Marx specialist, Gustav Mehring, were to make even this latter hagiographer 
wonder how such formless ‘Romantic harpistry’ unrelieved by Romantic magic 
could have been written nearly a decade after Heine’s Book of Songs. A few years 
later the three collections disappeared as though they had never existed — sup- 
pressed or mislaid, and seemingly lost to posterity forever. 

There was yet more poetry to come from his pen. By 1837 he had produced 
altogether some 150 assorted sonnets, ballads, romances, epigrams, etc., includ- 
ing 50 which he dedicated to his father in the spring of 1837, about half a 
year after his engagement. Sophie, his favourite sister, assiduously copied and 
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preserved others in two more collections, making altogether 6. Marx tried to get 
his literary output published, but no more than two of his poems appeared in 
print during his lifetime, and for the greater part of the zoth century — while his 
sister’s notebooks remained untraced — they and the 50 ballads, songs and epi- 
grams dedicated to his father were the only available samples of his poctry and 
poetic imagination. Some of them carried a strange power and showed signs of 
a demonic streak, if no great literary excellence. 

The youthful Marx had a savagely ironic temperament, which — coupled 
with the intellectual superiority that later enabled him to dominate most argu- 
ments and trounce his opponents — made him a forceful and domineering 
partner in love. When he transferred to Berlin University, his dynamism and 
slashing wit eventually gained him such a reputation in student circles that 
Engels, who was two years younger, put him down from hearsay — before ever 
meeting him — as ‘the black fellow from Trier’ who ‘walks not, hops not, but 
leaps upon his prey’, and otherwise depicted him as being possessed by ‘ten 
thousand devils’. 

His wooing of Jenny was characteristically impetuous; in 1836 he pressed 
his suit, as he later recalled for his daughter Eleanor, like ‘a really furious 
Roland’. Jenny was fascinated by this lusty, swaggering, yet poetic and highly 
articulate youth whose courtship was both passionate and energetic, couched 
in terms of lofty visions of bliss, spiritual unity and all the other ecstasies that, 
like code-words of the exalted Romantic imagination, continued to animate 
its language. Though irresistibly attracted, she was also perturbed and a prey 
to conflicting emotions. She was no George Sand prepared to disregard con- 
vention. She lived, it must be remembered, in Trier and not in Paris. Embark- 
ing on a clandestine engagement and keeping it from her family was for her an 
adventurous course, tinged with disloyalty. Her conformist views on the role 
of women were, as it happens, set out in an undated letter written several 
years after the secret betrothal: ‘A maiden’s love differs from that of the man; 
it must be different. She can of course give the man nothing except her love as 
well as herself and her whole person as she is, undivided and for ever. In 
normal circumstances the girl must also find her full satisfaction in love of the 
man, she must forget everything else in that love.’ But the circumstances in 
which Jenny concluded her lovers’ pact with young Marx in 1836 were any- 
thing but normal. 

Although their conversations and her feelings at the time are undocumented, 
her natural fear that an 18-year-old’s amorous enthusiam might be a quixotic 
flight of fancy is echoed in the same later letter: ‘That I might be unable to 
retain your youthfully enthusiastic love, I knew from the very beginning’, she 
suddenly blurted out midway through their exceedingly long engagement. But 
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her initial doubts and anxieties, which had only increased with time, were more 
complex than that: 


O, Karl, my distress lies precisely in the fact that your beautiful, 
touching, passionate love, your indescribably beautiful expressions of 
it, the enrapturing images conjured up by your fantasy, all this that 
would fill any other girl with ineffable delight, only makes me anxious 
and often plunges me into despair. The more J were to abandon 
myself to this bliss, the more frightful would be my fate if your fiery 
love were to die, and you were to become cold and reserved... Iam not 
so thoroughly enchanted with your love because I no longer feel quite 
sure of it... That is why I frequently remind you of external things, of 
life and reality, instead of holding fast, as you would prefer, to the 
world of love, losing myself entirely in it and in a higher, dearer spiri- 
tual unity with you that would make me forget all other things...7 


What ‘other things’? When Karl left for Berlin, it was clear that it would take him 
6 or 7 years to complete his studies before he could even think of marrying her. 
She had no idea, we are informed two months after his departure, how her 
parents would react to her falling in love with a teenager and would-be poet 
whose chances of being able to support her even then looked nebulous. There 
was their age difference and ‘reality’ to consider. But Jenny’s problems were com- 
plicated by a little-known history of conflict between two sets of Westphalen chil- 
dren sired by her father in two successive marriages, one with a Jady of ancient 
aristocratic stock, and the second with a commoner. As Jenny rightly anticipated, 
a coalition of her relatives, led by her half-brother Ferdinand, her half-sister 
Lisette, and her uncle Heinrich von Westphalen, were strongly to oppose and do 
everything to obstruct her alliance with Karl; and it is chiefly these three that he 
had in mind when, nearly 8 years later, he testified that ‘my fiancée has been 
involved on my behalf in the toughest of struggles that have ruined her health.’ 
The long-standing dissension that had divided the Westphalen family since 
before Jenny’s birth exacerbated her struggle with this ‘aristocratic’ group of 
her kin to the point where she was made ill. At the same time, the atmosphere of 
discord and mutual animosities in which she grew up and the hostility shown 
her since childhood by some of her relatives help to explain why the young 
Baroness, so ‘harmoniously turned out’ in everything, was a basically vulnera- 
ble person, and why Trier’s beautiful ‘Queen of the Ball’ appeared from the 
beginning torn and insecure in the face of the advances of an 18-year-old. 


Jenny came of an aristocratic family, but one that was neither rich nor of exalted 
rank. The first Westphalen to bear the title of Baron or Edler or Freiherr, was 
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her paternal grandfather, Christian Heinrich Philipp von Westphalen — the 
famous factotum of the Duke of Brunswick, who had doubled up as Quarter- 
master-General and virtually Chief of Staff to his armies in the Seven Years’ 
War — and by the time it was conferred on him in 1764 the title had long lost the 
one-time power and privileges that went with it. 

The fact that Jenny’s grandfather had been offered higher ennoblement at 
the hands of George III of England, together with the post of Army Adjutant- 
General, spoke of his ability. That he had declined, refusing all ‘military 
honours from both Brunswick and the British Government’, throws light on 
the character of this son of a simple clerk to the exchequer and assistant post- 
master. Besides engineering most of Brunswick’s famous victories, Jenny’s 
grandfather had also left important war papers for a history of the Duke’s cam- 
paigns later published by Jenny’s eldest half-brother. 

Hailed as ‘the Gneisenau of the Seven Years’ War’, Jenny’s grandfather had 
in the end accepted only the minimum German title enabling him in 1765 to 
marry the truly aristocratic woman of his choice: Jeanie Wishart, who was of 
ancient Anglo-Norman stock. Besides being the sister-in-law of the English 
commander, General Beckwith, she was, on her father’s side, a kinswoman of 
Admiral Sir James Wishart, and descended through her mother, Anne Camp- 
bell — Jenny’s great-grandmother — from the Earls of Argyll. None of this, 
however, added anything to her grandfather’s German rank. 

Nor had the Holy Roman Emperor Francis J, when ‘graciously permitting 
Heinrich Philipp von Wesphalen [sic] and his descendants of both sexes... to 
call and sign themselves henceforth and to all eternity Edle von Westphalen’, 
made him the gift of an estate or bestowed on him some material bounty other 
than the right to use the modest ‘von’ before his surname. As a consequence, 
Jenny’s father did not belong to the exclusive caste of the true-blue German 
aristocracy. 

By contrast with those heirs of great estates, Jenny’s father, the Baron 
Johann Ludwig von Westphalen — whose modest title had been confirmed by 
Prussia in 1834 — owned no property worth mentioning. Worse still, during that 
same year he had been finally and irrevocably pensioned off after 41 years of 
government service and several postponements and reprieves. For the last 11 of 
them he had been the ‘highest-paid official’ in Trier, but by the time young 
Marx was pressing his suit in 1836 the Baron was 66 years old. Because of his 
long and loyal service, he was receiving a charitably increased pension of 1,125 
Thaler a year, but his family of 4 now had to count every Groschen — of which 
there were 30 to the Thaler — and every Pfennig, or penny. 

A patrician figure and a highly cultured man who loved to recite passages 
from Homer — which, as Marx was to be fond of recalling, he knew by heart, 
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along with ‘most of Shakespeare’s dramas... in both German and English’ — the 
Baron seems also to have been an exceptionally sweet-tempered person whose 
all-round qualities had earned him uncommonly enthusiastic testimonials of 
praise from two successive wives. 

‘English gentleness of character’ coupled with ‘rare kindness of heart and an 
always even temper’, is how his first wife once summed up his personality. The 
Baron had married her back in 1798 and she had died in 1807, at the age of 28, 
leaving him with 4 small children, two boys and two girls. In 1826 and 1827 the 
Baron’s second wife, Caroline von Westphalen, echoed the first in two letters, in 
one of which she extolled him as ‘a splendid character through whom I enjoy 
paradise on this earth’; in the second, she wrote that after 15 years of matri- 
mony she loved him ‘as passionately as the day we first met.’ In one of these 
letters she mentioned the ‘storms of life’ they had weathered together, for ‘fate 
has frequently treated us unkindly. We have been through manifold stresses in 
our marriage, but with support such as I get from him my foot never sinks nor 
falters.” 

The two women came from vastly different backgrounds. The first, Elisa- 
beth Albertine von Veltheim, was the daughter of a count and an even higher- 
ranking aristocratic mother — Friederike Albertine von Pannewitz — whose 
family could be traced to before 1300, making her a member of Germany’s 
Uradel, or genuine ancient nobility. Upon her death, her relatives had taken her 
two orphaned girls, one of whom was a baby, off the Baron’s hands. The two 
boys stayed with their father. The elder, Ferdinand, was destined to become one 
of Prussia’s most reactionary Police Ministers and to find himself in the unen- 
viable position of having Karl Marx, by then a Communist ringleader, for a 
brother-in-law. 

Caroline Heubel, who became the second Baroness von Westphalen in 1812, 
was a good-looking woman of 33, but a commoner of relatively humble origin. 
Her father, Julius Christoph Heubel, was an equerry and horse-trainer, her 
paternal grandfather had been a bailiff and forest supervisor, and his father 
(Johann Michael Heubel) the steward, county sheriff and ‘regimental quarter- 
master’ of a 17th-century manorial lord. Caroline von Westphalen was in fact 
the offspring of the union of two nearly synonymous families of riding- 
masters, formed in 1760, when an earlier Julius Christoph Heubel, an ‘outrider 
and equerry’, had married the daughter of Julius Ernst W. Hebel, a horse- 
trainer who was the son of another ‘outrider and equerry’ in the same 
Thuringian area of Rudolstadt. 

Little as all this would seem to matter today, it did matter a great deal in the 
first decades of the 19th century. Combined with other factors, it was in part 
responsible for the early ‘stresses’ besetting Caroline’s marriage and was to give 
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rise to some of the endless and ‘exhausting battles’ that characterized Jenny’s 
relationship with young Kar! Marx. 

‘I have four beloved children of my husband’s late wife,’ Caroline von West- 
phalen wrote in 1827, boasting that Ferdinand and his younger brother were 
‘doubly precious’ to her because they had been raised from an early age under 
her ‘personal supervision’. Precious they may have been to her, but Ferdinand, 
for one, hated her intensely. He had in fact left home as soon as he finished school 
in 1816, 4 years after his father’s second marriage. By 1826, when Jenny was 12 
and the Baron was transferred to Trier, Ferdinand, having studied at Gottingen 
and Berlin and entered government service, was heading the Prussian district of 
Bitburg, which adjoined that of Trier, at the start of a rising career. 

Both Ferdinand and Jenny’s elder half-sister Louise Friederike, or Lisette for 
short, had married rich aristocrats. At 20 Lisette had become the wife of Count 
Adolf von Krosigk. This family was so rich and ranked so high in the stiff hier- 
archy of the Prussian aristocracy that poor Caroline had shied at the thought of 
facing them, and absented herself from Lisette’s wedding. 

Ferdinand, for his part, was promoted in 1830 to head the district adminis- 
tration of Erfurt with the rank of Regierungsrat, or State Councillor, and in the 
same year he married an extremely wealthy and rather snobbish upper-class 
woman, Louise Mathilde Chassot von Florencourt. Ferdinand openly snubbed 
Caroline by inviting his father to join him on a visit to Lisette and the Von 
Krosigk estate at Rathmannsdorf, but expressly and pointedly telling him in 
Caroline’s presence that neither she nor Jenny could be ‘of the party, regret- 
table as the fact may be’. The family scene ended with the shocked Baron’s 
responding to the insult by giving up the planned trip altogether. 

Ferdinand, Lisette, their younger sister Anna Elisabeth as well as Ferdinand’s 
and Lisette’s wealthy spouses and their respective Florencourt and Krosigk 
relatives — all except the younger son, Karl Hans Werner — had nothing but con- 
descension for the Baron’s second wife, notwithstanding the fact that she had 
seen the two boys of his first marriage through some or all of their adolescent 
years, besides bearing three children of her own. Of these, only two had sur- 
vived, Jenny and 17-year-old Edgar, who had finished high school together with 
Karl Marx only the year before. They were much younger and more open- 
minded than the other children and the differences in age and outlook between 
the two sets of Westphalens could not but add to the long-standing tension and 
accumulated jealousies between them. 

These inveterate, snobbish family antagonisms would be of little import but 
for their troubling Jenny so greatly at the time of her secret ‘betrothal’. Long 
before the start of the actual struggle with these ‘pietist and aristocratic rela- 
tions’ which was to impair her health, Jenny — her nerves sensitized by always 
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having been made to feel that she and her mother were somehow inferior — had a 
strong foreboding that they would haughtily reject the Marx boy as ineligible. 
She might wish to challenge them, but had to fight down her own awareness of 
the practical obstacles confronting her union with an ardent but immature 
suitor. And fascinated as she may have been by him, her dread of a family split 
added to her own anxiety that, in abandoning herself to his ‘indescribably beau- 
tiful’ effusions, his blissful but impossible and ephemeral ‘fantasy’ of love, she 
might be losing her foothold in the world of reality. 

But Marx at 18, besides being darkly attractive and full of devilry and wit, 
bubbled with ideas and was eloquent as they discussed the future and he told 
Jenny of his plans and aspirations. ‘History’, this boy had written the year 
before, ‘calls those the greatest men who ennoble themselves by working for the 
universal.’ Whatever the adolescent Marx’s sense of mission, there can be little 
doubt that he half-consciously expected to become one of those rare great men 
‘admired by the multitude’, but ‘exalted above it’, detached and untouchable, 
like a saviour or a king. Youths with lesser egos and lesser stuff in them are often 
animated by vague idealistic or heroic dreams. But when the copy of Marx’s 
early poems made by his sister and the other missing collections finally began to 
turn up a long time after their mysterious disappearance — some of them to be 
published for the first time in 1975 — not all his youthful verse turned out to be 
love lyrics and Romantic moonshine. The poems he wrote between 17 and 19 
include previously unknown sonnets on Goethe and Schiller. They reveal his 
attempts to deal with classical themes and show him preoccupied with the 
Faust motif; and in one of the earliest, he proclaimed his dynamic, activist atti- 
tude to life and the world: 


Never can I quietly pursue 

That which strongly grips my soul. 
Never can J remain at ease 

But must storm without surcease. 
Every beautiful favour divine 

I shall conquer and make mine... 


The fact that Jenny requited his love not only satisfied his vanity, but strength- 
ened his confidence in himself — at that time still unremarkable — and supported 
his ambition. In the same poem he wrote, ‘Let us dare everything, never rest, 
never pause’. All he needed to make these words good was the assurance of her 
love. If he was romantically exalted, Jenny herself had Romantic inclinations. 
Besides, she was in love. Captivated by his appeal, his ardour, his intellect — 
all so much more exciting than those of the prosaic winegrowers’ sons in Trier 
— she could not but succumb to his many-sided charge. To Jenny, brought up by 
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an enlightened father, Trier with its nearly 14,000 piously devout Catholics was 
a stuffy and prejudiced ‘Popish nest’. She herself belonged to the town’s 
Protestant minority, which that year numbered 828. It was true that she did not 
lack the courtship of young men, but in her choice of a marriage partner she 
was rather limited: in 1836, the Rhineland was actually on the eve of the famous 
Church-State dispute regarding intermarriages which the following year was to 
lead to the suspension, and soon to the detention in a fortress, of Cologne’s 
Archbishop, Droste zu Vischering, for refusing to abide by an earlier agreement 
and publicly vowing never to perform a Catholic wedding without the couple’s 
undertaking to raise their children as Catholics. 

Karl Marx came from Trier’s other minority — its 268 Jews. Jenny knew there 
would be trouble with all or most of her family. She lived with her parents in a 
comfortable house with a garden. She had a trousseau, but hardly any dowry, 
except for some 750 Thaler’s worth of bonds. Nor would any inheritance come 
to her. With a juvenile lover and long uncertain years ahead, she could foresee 
no end of practical problems. But valiantly she pledged to become Karl’s wife: 
she would faithfully wait for him to complete his law studies in Berlin, or rather 
— since Marx at the moment had not the vaguest idea even whether the law was 
really the career he wished to pursue — until he found the right sphere of activ- 
ity in which he could both serve humanity and support a family. 

For there is no mistaking that young Marx’s high-minded idealism, his inter- 
est in poetry and literature, appealed to Jenny. Herself well-read in both French 
and German, she was familiar with current literary and literary-political topics, 
such as the storm caused by David Strauss’s Life of Jesus, and had quarreled 
with her half-brother Ferdinand about the persecution of the ‘Young Germany’ 
writers. Brought up by an enlightened father, she combined intelligence with 
humour and a good sense of observation. In one of her few surviving early 
letters, written from an Alsatian resort, she sarcastically recorded the conversa- 
tion of several rich French philistines, revolving ‘mainly around cherished 
money, how you make it and how you lose it, around railroad shares, forest sales, 
mining industry, manufacturing, and the highest compliment these characters 
can pay one another is “Oh, il sait faire une belle fortune.” In this phrase they 
conceive every perfection...’ 

She felt uncomfortable about keeping her engagement from her parents and 
was apprehensive of Karl’s intensity in saying they must ‘weld’ their souls 
together but making her dimly feel that he would have all of hers or nothing. 
Yet that is what she did: welded her soul to his, not knowing what she was 
letting herself in for. 

Towards Jenny’s father, Karl behaved after his secret engagement as if nothing 
had happened, and Baron von Westphalen continued to treat him as cordially as 
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before. Now that Karl was on the verge of manhood, the half-German, half- 
Scottish baron, retired for the last two years — officially on grounds of trembling 
hands and beginning ‘diffuseness’ of mind — took, if anything, a greater interest 
than before in this bright young fellow who on occasional visits to the Westphalen 
home appreciated his recitations from Homer and Shakespeare. 

Karl enjoyed these evenings presided over by the white-haired patrician 
Baron, who besides being bilingual by birth, had been educated in 7 languages. 
The Baron was delighted to have Karl sometimes accompany him on his 
country walks — the celebrated walks through the ‘wonderfully picturesque’, 
vine-covered hills along the Moselle River which young Marx was lovingly to 
recall in later life. 

Amazing as it may seem, it was on these autumn walks with the Prussian ex- 
official that Marx was first introduced to ‘Socialist’ ideas. By virtue of the post 
he had held until recently — in charge, among other things, of ‘police matters, 
prisons, gendarmes, hospices for the poor’, etc. — Westphalen was acutely aware 
of the spread of unemployment and delinquency. A vigorous hiker for his age 
in spite of his slim, almost brittle appearance, he led the way briskly with his 
cane and talked to Karl not only about Dante, Shakespeare, Goethe and Greek 
tragedy. 

The picturesque landscape through which they walked was one of the wine- 
growing districts along the Moselle that had been hit to disastrous effect by that 
year’s economic slump in the Rhineland. These districts supplied nearly half of 
Prussia’s total Rhine wine production, and — with hardly a drop of the 1836 
vintage sold or saleable, while taxes and interest rates continued high — disaffec- 
tion in Trier was on the rise. Not only big landowners were affected, but also 
small farmers who had turned all their arable land into vineyards. And in Trier 
itself every second citizen owned a little vineyard or two. 

The Baron was perhaps all the sadder because shortly after his retirement he 
had invested 1,000 Thaler — in partnership with Jenny, who contributed 250 
Thaler of her bonds — in bottles of a previous vintage whose price had been 
expected to rise. Now all the cellars were full and his little ‘wine speculation’ 
had turned out a dead loss. 

Increasing poverty induced Baron von Westphalen to tell Karl about the 
ideas of Trier’s peripatetic inventor and ‘Socialist? world reformer, Ludwig 
Gall, who in 1819 — while serving as District Clerk in the Prussian Administra- 
tion — had shown great initiative in helping the poor, to the point of chartering a 
boat and personally accompanying a group of needy emigrants to America, 
where he established a settlement for them at Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. On his 
return to his post in Trier in 1822, he had published a book on his American 
experiences, which elicited high praise from Goethe, and followed it up in 1825 


433 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


with a pamphlet — ‘What Could Help?’ (Was könnte helfen?) — in which he high- 
lighted the disparity in bourgeois society between the low value of exploited 
human labour and the much higher one attached to the money and wealth pro- 
duced by that very labour. Gall, who had studied chemistry and combined a sci- 
entific mind with an entrepreneurial bent, depicted the misery of day-labourers 
in great detail, and emphasized that even the lucky ones who found employment 
had to support a family and children on less money than the rich spent ‘on the 
upkeep of a single horse’. 

The annoyed Prussian authorities transferred Gall to Koblenz and in 1832 ~ 
glad to get rid of him after he had patented a ‘steam-distillation-apparatus’ 
which doctors thought could help cholera patients by stimulating high perspira- 
tion — gave him a stipend to sell his patent abroad. In Paris he met Fourier, 
Robert Owen and the Saint-Simonists, but contrary to some published opinions 
he did not adopt their theories. His own Fourierist-type commune at Harrisburg 
had failed, and he felt that by trying to change morality, religion and the political 
system, these visionaries had all taken on too many tasks for their social ideas to 
succeed. By 1835, while successfully publicizing his steam-machine abroad, Gall 
had reached the conclusion that the interests of the moneyed class and the 
workers were ‘diametrically opposed’ and that a class struggle was inevitable. 
Having previously merely appealed to the rich to give an ‘infinitessimal’ part of 
their wealth to the poor, he published a more radical pamphlet attacking a 
system which made the rich get richer and the poor ‘more wretched’. 

Baron von Westphalen and Ludwig Gall had been colleagues for many years 
in the Trier administration. In 1836, when the Baron was talking about him to 
young Marx, Gall was receiving a doctorate honoris causa from the University of 
Liége as well as an offer to become Chief inspector of the Belgian Railways. 
Finally placed on the retired list by Prussia, Gall moved instead to Hungary. 
There he eventually ran 10 brandy-distilleries, three breweries and several mills 
for one of the large landowners. Said to have developed the world’s first 
washing machine,’ he also installed a steam laundry in the town of Pest, before 
it was to unite with Buda. Although the Vienna police were aware of his ‘politi- 
cally dangerous’ contacts with Kossuth, the future hero of the 1848 Revolution 
in Hungary, they hesitated to demand the expulsion of a former Prussian 
Regierungssekretar. After the suppression of the revolution, Gall returned to 
Germany and went on publishing numerous articles on technical as well as 
social questions. He died in Trier in 1863, not before perfecting a wine distilla- 
tion process ~ known in German by his name, gallisieren — which much 
improved the quality of the Moselle wines. Except for having one of Trier’s 
streets named after him, he is today practically forgotten although some of his 
ideas were to be reflected in Marx’s later work. l 


434 


KARL MARX’S STUDENT YEAR IN BONN 


Not that Karl at 18 was particularly concerned with the lot of the poor and 
exploited. Nor was Westphalen a Socialist. A liberal-minded aristocrat belong- 
ing to the progressive wing of Prussian officialdom, he did not think in terms of 
Gall’s idea that the interests of the workers and the propertied classes could not 
be reconciled. Rather, he introduced Karl to the social theories of Saint-Simon 
and his New Christianity. Saint-Simon’s proposed solution of the class conflict 
by enlisting the rich, the capable and the captains of industry to work for the 
common as well as their own good and not just for private profit, appealed to 
the Baron — who was a believing Protestant churchgoer — as a way of harmoniz- 
ing Christian duty with the needs of the new industrial age. 

It is not known whether Westphalen ever told Marx of Saint-Simon’s slogan, 
‘A chacun selon sa capacité, a chaque capacité selon ses oeuvres’, or of the book 
praising Saint-Simonist ideas which a Berlin professor had published that year. 
Its author was Eduard Gans, Hegel’s star pupil — Gans of Ganstown, whom 
Heine had once ridiculed as a fool if he had himself baptized out of conviction, 
and if for other reasons a scoundrel — who had since become one of Berlin’s 
most eloquent and admired academics. Referring to factory conditions in 
England, Gans had spoken of the ‘proletariat’ and had thrown out a question 
rarely discussed in Prussia: ‘Is it not slavery to exploit human beings like 
animals, even if they are otherwise free to die of starvation?’ 

On his walks with Karl in the autumn of 1836, the aging Baron developed 
quite an affection for the intellectually bright boy — who in turn looked up to 
him and would eventually come to regard him as a kind of second or 
‘super-father’. This being the case, it is rather a mystery why Jenny and Karl 
had to conceal their love from him and could not simply tell so enlightened a 
parent that they had become engaged. Something of a clue, is, however, pro- 
vided by an interested and reliable observer in Trier. 

Karl would not have been in Berlin long before he heard from this observer that 
Jenny kept ‘tormenting herself’ and was ‘oppressed’ by the fact that ‘her parents 
know nothing, or as I believe, do not want to know anything’ about her betrothal. 
‘Not everything can be reasoned away,’ added the informant. ‘Nor is the judgment 
of relatives and the world’ — i.e., public opinion — ‘to be trifled with...’ 

The writer was Karl Marx’s father. 


Before Karl left for Berlin in mid-October 1836, he was provided with bed 
linen, a travel rug for the 5-day journey by mail coach, shirts and underwear to 
last him for several months. His sister Sophie had helped his mother go over his 
wardrobe and sort his things. His 6 other siblings, ranging in age from 10 to 17, 
added to the general bustle and excitement. The Marx household comprised 12 
people, including two maids, and was in something of a ‘travel fever’. 
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As the date for Karl’s departure approached, one major topic dominated all 
conversation — between talk about his studies, his plans for the future, what 
woollens and other essentials he must take along, and which he had better buy 
in the Prussian capital — whenever the younger children were out of earshot. 
That was Karl’s secret betrothal to Jenny. All communication between her and 
Karl having to be clandestine, Sophie would go on transmitting messages and 
letters in both directions. Sophie may have enjoyed her role, but their father 
was troubled. With his home serving as their post-box, Heinrich Marx, a 
respected lawyer, wondered how he was to face his ex-colleague Westphalen. 
Kar! had placed him in an embarrassingly false position towards the entire 
Westphalen family and he wondered, besides, whether Karl had any idea what a 
serious commitment he had undertaken. 

‘You know, dear Karl’, he wrote, ‘only my love for you could have made me 
let myself in for something that goes against my grain. The role of underhand 
broker or secret go-between really doesn’t suit my character. And do you realize 
the responsibility you have taken on?’ Karl might well protest that he and Jenny 
were in love. Marx didn’t doubt that, but felt that Karl was ‘perhaps too young 
to realize that no duty is more sacred’ than a man’s towards a woman. 

‘Dear Karl, at the risk of offending you and hurting your susceptibilities, I 
will speak my mind prosaically. Let me tell you that all the exaggerations of 
love, all the exaltations of your poetic temperament, will not bring her one iota 
of the happiness and peace of mind you wish to give her. On the contrary...’ 

Marx wasn’t sure that Karl fully appreciated what Jenny was giving up for 
his sake. “There is, after all, a great imbalance in age and circumstances 
between her and you.’ However, if Karl was serious about Jenny, ‘if — after 
proper self-examination — you persist in your feelings and your purpose, then 
you must somehow reduce that gap and make up for it through the most 
exemplary conduct.’ Karl must become a man quickly. ‘You must somehow 
demonstrate — I would say you have to radiate the certainty — that in spite of 
your youth you are a man who deserves the respect of the world. This will 
raise Jenny in her own and the world’s esteem, reassure her and make it easier 
for her to wait. I know you have it in you. The substance is there, only the 
form is still rough and needs smoothing and polishing.’ 

But Heinrich Marx was also hopeful. ‘Who knows, perhaps it is a good, salu- 
tary thing that your new responsibilities will force you to some mature reflec- 
tion, caution, even wisdom — not to mention some consideration for human 
needs — in spite of all the demons driving you...’ 

Loving his eldest son almost to excess, Heinrich Marx was the first to realize 
that his exceptional mind, coupled with his dynamism and ambition, might well 
carry him to greatness. In fact, before Karl was out of his teens his father 
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applied to him the word genius — though not always in a favourable sense — and 
in one of his letters revealed his innermost feelings: ‘Your rise in the world, the 
flattering hope of some day seeing your name in high renown, are not only, like 
your earthly welfare, dear to my heart, they are illusions which I have long 
nursed and which have become part of me...’ 

But Karl had lately shown more and more of an untractable side. He was 
self-centred, opinionated, inconsiderate, wild in his enthusiasms and easily 
hurt when things did not go his way, often moody and evasive. Also, his parents 
were frightened by his supercilious aloofness and what seemed to them a lack of 
ordinary human emotions. In a famous passage, Heinrich Marx expressed what 
really worried him: 


My heart often revels in thoughts of you and your future. And yet, at 
times, I cannot free myself from gloomy, apprehensive, terrifying 
ideas, when like a flash the thought strikes me: Is your heart equal to 
your head, to your abilities? Has it room for those tender, earthly 
feelings which bring so much consolation in this vale of tears to the 
man of sensibility? And as it is obviously dominated by no ordinary 
demon given to all men, is this a celestial or a Faustian demon? Will 
you ever — and this is not the least painful doubt plaguing my heart — 
will you ever be receptive to truly human, domestic bliss? 1° 


His mother echoed the thought: ‘...I let feeling take precedence over reason, 
and I feel sorry, dear Karl, that you are too rational...’ 

Heinrich Marx thought highly of Jenny. She was a priceless girl, a noble 
soul, one in a thousand. ‘In the most incomprehensible manner’, his son had 
‘won the heart of a girl that thousands will envy’ him for. What’s more, Karl 
had the good luck of enjoying the friendship and benevolent interest of her 
father. And now Karl had betrayed the Baron’s trust by an impetuous, reck- 
lessly romantic ‘betrothal’ transacted behind his back. The worldly-wise lawyer 
knew that Jenny would not marry without her father’s consent. Trier was a 
small town with few secrets. No matter what Karl himself would later say, his 
father was also well aware that Jenny’s step-brother Ferdinand and her step- 
sister Lisette — like other haughty Prussian aristocrats in 1836 and later — would 
not easily stomach the idea of her contracting a Jewish alliance, or misalliance. 

Nor was it a mystery to Heinrich why Jenny could not disclose her feelings 
and her engagement even to her father. The amiable old Baron might hold some 
advanced views for his time, he might be extremely fond of the Marx boy, but 
that did not necessarily mean that the idea of his daughter marrying Karl — if it 
occurred to him at all — struck him as less preposterous than it did others in his 
family, for the same or other reasons. 
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When Jenny’s deep involvement with Karl began to dawn on him, Ludwig 
von Westphalen apparently preferred to shut his eyes to it and didn’t want to 
know anything, perhaps in the hope that her infatuation would turn out to be a 
passing fancy. Heinrich Marx, on the other hand, was exceedingly anxious 
about everything — including Jenny’s plight while Karl would be away for many 
years in Berlin, the much-courted belle having to keep up appearances both at 
home and in town for an unconscionable time. He was, in fact, caught in a dis- 
tressing predicament. He was delighted by the unexpected prospect of an 
alliance with the Westphalens; he was all for it - first and foremost for Karl’s 
sake, but also for the justification, the climax, the mark of full social acceptance 
it would bring to the tortuous climbing spiral of his life from the ghetto to the 
rank of Justizrat. 

But he was sensitive to every side of the situation, aware of every real or 
imaginary obstacle that might prevent the union. Embarrassed by the clandes- 
tine nature of the engagement, he feared the consequences — for his son, who 
might have botched his chance; for Jenny, and what it might do to her reputa- 
tion. But most of all, he feared some unbridled, uncontrollable side of his son’s 
promising genius, and was anxious lest Karl’s intellectual superiority, conceit 
and self-absorption ultimately rendered him incapable of making a woman 
happy. 

Besides giving Karl his best paternal advice, the Justizrat equipped his son 
with letters of introduction to several friends or ex-colleagues of his who were 
justices of the Rhenish High Court of Appeals, which sat in Berlin. Shortly 
after his arrival in the Prussian capital, Karl registered in the Faculty of Law. 
He was in a depressed mood. Even the varied landscape and ‘broad cities’ he 
saw on his 5-day journey, even Berlin itself, left him cold — or so he was to write 
home 13 months later — for no marvel of nature nor ‘art itself, which [is] not as 
beautiful as Jenny’, could compare to the sensations of his soul or ‘the surging’ 
of his blood with longing for her. He might also not be enchanted by the 
prospect of having of necessity to go on studying jurisprudence, when his chief 
aspiration remained to become a poet. 

But in Berlin, a new world would be opened to him. The drama that now 
began between father and son, and the separate, otherwise unrecorded tor- 
ments of Karl and Jenny, would be reflected in some of the moving, increas- 
ingly anxious letters — of altogether 17 that survive — that Karl received in 
Berlin until his father died in May 1838. 
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Karl Marx was not the only 1ọth-century salvationist who early identified his 
‘own perfection’ with work for the perfection and welfare of mankind. Around 
the time in 1835 that Marx stressed this idea in his high-school graduation essay, 
another young man, discovering his calling or vocation in a different climate, 
was claiming — in clearer terms than Karl’s allusion to his ‘inner voice’ as the 
voice of ‘the Deity’ — outright divine inspiration for his ‘burning emotion and 
thirst for action’ in the service of ‘all humanity’. 

Michael Bakunin was not yet 21 when he burst onto the Moscow scene with 
his eldest sister Lyubov on one arm, so to speak, and his favourite one, Tatyana, 
on the other. In January 1835, sent by his regiment to buy some horses in Tver, 
he had absconded without leave to nearby Premukhino. Like his first visit home, 
during which he had raised a furore over the proposed sacrifice of Lyubov’s 
‘virginal purity’ and her marriage to Baron Renne, his latest stay there had been 
punctuated by quarrels and a running family argument — this time over his 
refusal to return to his garrison in Poland. Young Bakunin, however, had 
remained adamant: ignoring his scandalized father’s warnings of the risks of 
desertion and his mother’s pleas, he had lied to the Army that he was too ill to 
continue and sent in his resignation. 

His aging father could only splutter. It was to take Count Alexander Baku- 
nin, who was 67 and half-blind, the rest of that year to use high-placed connec- 
tions and pull every possible string to save his son from disgrace before, on 18 
December 1834, he obtained his dismissal from service, ‘for reasons of health, 
at his own request.’ 

Spending the winter in Moscow when Michael arrived there in March 1835, 
still in the pose of a smartly uniformed junior officer, were two friends of his sis- 
ters, Natalie and Alexandra Beyer. At the apartment of their widowed mother, 
Bakunin met a high-spirited idealistic youth of noble birth, Nicholas Stankevich, 
who — though only 22 — was rapidly emerging as the foremost of the Russian 
Romantics. A self-effacing character, shy, talented and consumptive, Stankevich 
wore ‘the imprint of death’ on his pale brow; but the aura of spirituality that 
sometimes illuminates the faces of TB-sufferers who have not long to live was in 
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his case the outer reflection of a truly contemplative mind and a genuine artistic 
sensibility. 

With his shoulder-long locks and pensive air, his well-cut coat and his silken 
scarf tied into a huge lavaliere-like knot, the handsome, elegant and soft-man- 
nered Stankevich looked the very image of soulful Russian Romanticism. 
Although he conveyed the impression of an idle dreamer, he had recently grad- 
uated in history, besides studying philosophy and literature. He wrote poetry, 
played the piano, and also held a sinecure as ‘honorary inspector of schools’ in a 
district of his native province of Voronezh. A spellbinding personality, he had a 
luminous presence that charmed everyone who knew him: he was, in fact, in 
spite of his youth, the idolized Jeader and spiritual mentor of a group of 
Moscow’s brightest young people, university graduates and students who were 
to influence Russian thought across Nicholas I’s dark reign and for further bleak 
decades of Tsarist rule. Among them were 31-year-old historian Timofey Gra- 
novsky; the famous Vissarion Belinsky, who was 24 and to become known as ‘the 
father of the Russian intelligentsia’, a mighty freedom-fighter in the guise of a 
literary critic, perhaps the only practitioner of this genre to have a town (Chem- 
bar in the province of Penza) re-named in his memory; and others of a small 
intellectual élite who were to make their impact in other ways. Ivan Turgenev, 
who at this time was only 17, and only later a member of the circle, was to 
portray Stankevich as ‘Pokorsky’ in his novel Rudin. 

Although Stankevich was to leave a meagre crop of poems and writings, his 
effect on the Romantic young intellectuals and literati who sat at his feet was 
such that, by the time he died, his reputation as a sage and practically a saint 
had spread from them to others of his generation and the next. Tolstoy, for 
instance, who was barely 13 when Stankevich died, was to declare that he had 
‘never loved anyone as I loved that man whom I never met. What purity! What 
tenderness”? 

No wonder then that Natalie Beyer was in love with Stankevich. But his 
exalted idea of love was of a communion of souls touching the stars and 
enabling a man ‘to feel his unity with the world’. More than once, halfway 
through an affair, he discovered that the woman in question did not come up to 
his idea]. One married lady had already thrown herself into his arms, but in so 
doing made him shrink at the intolerable thought that she was out for mere 

sensual gratification. In Natalie he seemed to have found an intelligent soul- 
mate, but she — like many passionate young women straining to live up to the 
high-minded notions of their Romantic beaux — had a hard time controlling her 
instincts. A case of mutually mistaken intentions, this situation had been drag- 
ging on for over a year — during which Stankevich had quietly fallen in love 
with Michael Bakunin’s sister Lyubov, whom he had met on one of her previ- 
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ous visits to Moscow. The demure and placid Lyubov, who had cultivated her 
‘inner life’ at Premukhino, appeared to him a heaven-sent personification of his 
vision of a woman suited for the type of spiritual communion he yearned for. 
Hesitating, however, to declare his feelings, he had let Lyubov go without 
telling her how much he felt drawn to her. 

By the time Lyubov re-appeared in Moscow together with Michael and 
Tatyana, Stankevich’s romance with Natalie Beyer had reached an impasse as — 

accused of having trifled with her feelings — he was forced to apologize to her 
mother. That settled, he and Natalie continued to see each other as part of the 
‘brotherly’ relations prevailing in Stankevich’s circle, which often met at the 
Beyer house. The languorous and frustrated Natalie now transferred her atten- 
tion to Michael, a tall strapping young fellow, extremely attractive in his 
uniform. Moreover, whether as a noble gesture of ‘renunciation’ or from some 
other feminine calculation, she actually did her best to encourage Stankevich’s 
shy flirtation with Lyubov. Lyubov had fallen in love with him too, but once 
more Stankevich failed to declare his feelings. Although Lyubov returned to 
Premukhino, she remained Stankevich’s distant inamorata. 

Michael Bakunin stayed only a month or so in Moscow, but his visit was a 
huge success in every way. When he left again at the beginning of April — about 
the time Herzen and Ogarev were being deported from the Krutitsky Barracks 
to disappear into exile and limbo — Bakunin, with his 21st birthday still more 
than a month off, had turned both Natalie Beyer and her sister Alexandra into 
his fervent devotees, had made his mark in Moscow’s most brilliant young 
circle, and had become Stankevich’s best friend, a fact which was to change his 
life. 

Unlike Herzen and Ogarev’s other small élite — the coterie of students and 
‘children’ who until their arrest had read Ryleyev’s forbidden poems, passed 
around Saint-Simonist tracts, enthused over Enfantin’s ‘emancipation of 
women’ and ‘the redemption of the flesh’, or sung the Marseillaise and anti- 
Tsarist ditties — Stankevich’s circle shunned such minor gestures of political 
defiance, however surreptitious. Rather, their reaction to the Decembrist 
repression and the appalling new conditions in Russia was to seek refuge in 
abstract discussions on a high philosophic plane. 

At the age of 20 Stankevich, before he ever read of Schelling’s theory of 
‘One Spirit which is the universal creative spirit in everything’, had concluded 
that ‘Nature is a single whole.’ Though its ‘separate things’ were unconscious 
of themselves, the life distributed among them was ‘conscious of itself as a 
whole’, since its movements had purpose. Moving upwards on an ‘ascending 
ladder’ or pyramid, it reached self-realization in man’s individual consciousness. 
Stankevich was thus innerly prepared for Schelling’s idea of the ‘Absolute’ or 
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the ‘World Spirit’ finding its apogee in the consciousness of the human ‘P when 
this and other notions of the early-Romantic German philosopher belatedly 
became the vogue in Russia. 

Considered from a high metaphysical plane, and if one held that all pheno- 
mena stemmed from a single underlying and universal purpose, the thing to do 
in the stifling post-Decembrist atmosphere of general fear and submission was 
to commune with the ‘World Spirit? which immanently governed the course of 
history. Stankevich had a speculative bent; he had written to his friend 
Neverov: ‘Man is not lost in the infinity of the universe... Conscious of himself 
as a separate entity’, he could establish harmonious contact, as it were, and 
identify with ‘the World Reason. He can penetrate its laws, foresee its purpose 
and experience the beauty of creation.’ 

Venturing into the lofty regions explored by the leading, and especially the 
German, philosophers in their quest for the enigmatic pattern that governed 
the world, Stankevich’s circle tried to discover the eternal verities affording the 
right perspective for judging ugly and immediate reality and appraising the 
direction of developments. 

But not everything in life was rational, nor was philosophy pure and simple 
sufficient. Philosophy, Schelling had taught, was ‘the universal organum’, but 
‘the keystone of its entire arch’ was ‘the philosophy of art’. Poets from Shake- 
speare to Schiller had caught the emotions and other artists had expressed them 
in enduring masterpieces. Great literature and works of art were not merely the 
handmaiden of philosophy. Rather, the ideas, observations and reflections 
sprung from the minds and intuition of artists, and sometimes the visions of 
mystics, were its apex and its fountainhead — providing better and more valu- 
able insights than scientific facts about coarse ‘matter’ and precise mathematics, 
or crass and changing politics, into the play of rational and ‘supra-rational’ 
phenomena that moved the world forward by irregular leaps and bounds. 

Philosophy and religion, in short, helped man to achieve the self-knowledge 
necessary for perceiving the ‘Absolute’. But only the artist, creating uncon- 
sciously, could grasp the mixture of rational, conscious and unconscious phe- 
nomena that made the world as a whole, and which in Nature and ‘Absolute 
Reason’ were one. 

By the time Bakunin appeared in Moscow, Stankevich had studied Schelling 
and found in him confirmation of his own deduction that man could identify 
with ‘the World Reason... foresee its purposes and experience the beauties of 
creation.’ He had always felt that art alone kept man from ‘sinking to the level 
of the beast.’ Poet, music-lover and philosophically inclined aesthete that he 
was, he required little persuasion to accept Schelling’s theory that works of art 
best captured and reflected the unitary ‘essence of Nature’. His whole circle of 
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young men and women were captivated by Schelling’s other doctrine — that the 
world of ideas was more ‘real’ than the disorderly hubbub and apparent reality 
of fluctuating external events. These, as one of them remarked, were but a 
‘shadow show’. But for the refuge offered by Schelling and Plato, Stankevich 
swore, he would have been ‘completely brutalized by the atmosphere that sur- 
rounds me...’ 

‘Come on over, please, and we’ll chat about the immortality of the soul and 
all the rest,’ read a typical invitation from Stankevich to Neverov. Under an 
autocracy that allowed the Russian intelligentsia ‘to import books from abroad 
which it forbids us to translate or publish’ — as Belinsky was to put it privately 
two years later — they tried to remain aloof and to ride the surface tide of events 
while endeavouring to decipher the universal scheme of things by studying lit- 
erature and the ‘philosophy of art’. This made life bearable, and such current 
miseries as censorship and police surveillance looked paltry by comparison. 

At poetry readings in his apartment in the house of Professor Pavlov, and in 
discussions continued at soirées in the drawing-room of the Beyer sisters and 
other salons, Stankevich’s circle, in short, looked for some transcendental truth. 
Though consciously or unconsciously indulging in a form of escapism, they 
nursed some illusory hope that the key to the riddles of history and human exis- 
tence, once found, would ultimately provide an answer to Russia’s manifold 
problems. Until then, half-insulated from reality and contemplating it with the 
detachment of Indian yogi as they strove for harmony with the ‘World Soul’, 
their chief protest against it took the form of attacking the low level to which 
Russian literature had sunk. 

Stankevich was a protégé of Professor Nicolas Nadezhdin, under whom he 
had studied at Moscow University. Nadezhdin was the publisher and editor of a 
review called The Telescope; Belinsky was its assistant editor. Besides labouring 
to put the journal together, Belinsky did double duty as its chief polemicist. His 
articles, which infuriated the literary establishment, attracted wide attention. 
The Telescope, providing the circle with an outlet for its ideas, added to its 
importance over that of sundry other young groups then meeting in Moscow. 

It was in The Telescope, until its suppression a year and a half later, that Belin- 
sky, today considered by one eminent authority as ‘the father of the social criti- 
cism of literature, not only in Russia but perhaps even in Europe,” first showed 
the promise of his qualities. Like Stankevich, Belinsky suffered from tubercu- 
losis. But unlike most members of Stankevich’s aristocratic set, Belinsky — frail, 
shy, unprepossessive, clumsy in company but ferocious when provoked — worked 
hard to support himself. Born in Finland, raised in Chembar, the son of a drunk 
and embittered ex-Navy physician, he had run away from his poverty-stricken 
home at the age of 12. At 19 or so he had earned a State scholarship at Moscow 
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University, including a free bed (with 12 others per room) and beggarly food in a 
dormitory for needy students. After a year of this, hoping that literary fame 
would improve his lot, he wrote an heroic peasant drama. 

Instead of making his name, the play — Dmitri Kalinin, which the University 
censors found objectionable for questioning serfdom and otherwise criticized as 
immoral, ‘anti-religious’ and subversive — directly or indirectly led to his expul- 
sion and the end of his stipend for ‘lack of ability’ and poor health. He was in 
fact sick and lax about his studies. At the age of 22, deprived of bed and board, 
his play banned and unpublished, Belinsky found himself in the street. Profes- 
sor Nadezhdin saved him from despair by offering him translations for The 
Telescope, and eventually hiring him for a pittance as assistant editor. Saddled 
with all the drudgery of producing the journal, besides writing his own articles, 
Belinsky lived and worked in appalling conditions. ‘Next to his closet-like 
room’ on a back street ‘was a laundry, from which fumes of wet washing and 
stinking soapsuds invaded his quarters. From the ground floor beneath him 
came the noise of blacksmiths working.”3 

To be accepted as an equal in Stankevich’s circle was flattering to him: he 
informed his brother that the stimulating contact with these young people ‘dis- 
tinguished by intelligence, education, talent,’ etc., helped him forget his miser- 
able condition as he laboured amidst ‘the chatter of the laundresses’ outside his 
door and ‘the pounding anvil of the Russian cyclops’ below. 


‘T never felt particularly suited for life in society,’ Michael Bakunin had written 
to his sisters in January 1834, some 13 months before his Moscow visit. After 
more than 5 years in St Petersburg, the last of them as an ensign at the Artillery 
School, he felt ‘stupid, awkward, inarticulate’ and out of place. To overcome 
this, he had ‘immersed’ himself in society, had run around ‘this way and that’, 
but had found that it offered only trivial pleasures and distractions and ‘a terri- 
ble emptiness’.* 

It was some months since his first visit home to Premukhino, and only a 
couple of weeks since he had prevailed over his father and managed to save his 
sister Lyubov from the sacrilegious clutches of that abominable Baron Renne. 
On his return to St Petersburg after this triumph, a minor but fateful incident 
threw him completely off balance. Until then, the future rebel had taken 
remarkable care to avoid any serious breach of discipline at the Artillery School, 
apparently out of a healthy respect for the frightening punishments in force at 
Tsarist military academies — where cadets risked up to 1,000 lashes even for 
minor insubordination. On only one occasion had he been confined to quarters 
for a fortnight, after being caught in a lie. Indolent and self-indulgent, he had 
managed to scrape through and become an ensign by cramming ‘only the last 
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month of the year’ before examinations, and otherwise, as he put it, ‘doing just 
about nothing at all.’ 

In January 1834, however, the general commanding the school had caught 
him improperly dressed. Reprimanded in humiliating terms, and hurt in his 
pride, young Bakunin had answered the general with some heat. It is interest- 
ing but useless to speculate how his career would have developed had he done 
otherwise. For the general, angered by the impertinence of a junior officer, 
had brought about his expulsion from the Artillery School for ‘lack of 
progress and inattention throughout the entire course of studies’. By the time 
he was 20 in May 1834, Bakunin, disgraced before his family and, as he felt, 
unjustly punished, found himself transferred to the Polish provinces. There, 
stuck in a ‘miserable hole’ in an ‘alien land’, among uneducated people whom 
he regarded as no better than animals — ‘people virtually walking on all fours’, 
he called them in a letter to his sisters that summer — his animosity against the 
world increased. 

In St Petersburg, where he had been in love with Marie Voyekov’s ‘fine soul’, 
Bakunin had discovered his impotence. In a curious letter home, he now con- 
fessed that any kind of ‘sensual thought’ caused his ‘feelings to dull’, plunged 
his ‘soul into black gloom, anguish, suffering, self-laceration’. He went on: ‘I 
collapse into a dreadful, numb despair. All of Nature then seems lifeless to me, 
dead. Everything appears to me as though through a stifling, bitter fog, gloomy, 
bent under the heavy hand of a fierce and pitiless fate.’ 

In all his years in St Petersburg, shrinking from carnal ‘vice’ and shocked by 
the depravity of cadets and officers, their amorous ‘conquests’ and casual 
affairs, Bakunin had not formed a single lasting relationship with any of the 
capital’s young of either sex. 

In Poland, he plumbed the depths of despondency. While his fellow officers 
fought off the provincial boredom with cards, vodka and any available wench, he 
declared proudly that he was ‘quite incapable of finding any charm or satisfac- 
tion in the dirty bog of sensual enjoyments, unworthy of a human being.” 

He did attend two balls in the town of Vilna when his brigade went there on 
parade and a spree, and made a point of noting that the fashionable Polish ladies 
seemed ‘amiable, clever, excellent dancers’. But while his fellow soldiers flirted 
and made the most of the occasion, such distractions left Bakunin cold. 

‘Dances, balls, the pinnacle of pleasure for our youth, the highest ideal they 
can imagine, bored me to death,’ he had informed his sisters in January 1834. 
His laments were to continue throughout the summer and autumn: ‘I keep 
entirely apart from everyone... I live in a desert, there is no one with whom I can 
share my thoughts, impressions, feelings... I am alone here, entirely alone. 
Eternal silence, eternal sorrow... darkness reigning in my soul.’7 
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By October, when the brigade moved to winter quarters in the Grodno area, 
the monotony of military life and its rigours, ‘the heat, the cold, the fatigue, the 
hunger, the thirst’, had become too much for him. His alienation from his sur- 
roundings was complete; his loneliness, though self-imposed, unbearably oppres- 
sive. He was now determined to get out of the Army by any means possible. 

One freezing winter night, sweating profusely after purposely having drunk 
‘a lot of hot tea’, he stripped off his clothes and lay down naked in the snow, 
hoping to fall ill and be sent home. The stratagem was a measure of his despair. 
‘I lay there for a good half hour, bitterly cold... and what do you think hap- 
pened? Nothing... I did not catch even a little cold! Nothing at all! And so I had 
to go right on drudging away as before!”’ 

Yet ever since the summer of 1833, Bakunin had been in the throes of an 
‘intellectual revolution’, and busy building himself an ‘inner existence’ to insu- 
late him from suffering and the harsh realities of life. “The vacuum that over- 
whelmed me had to be filled. I locked myself within myself,’ he had confided to 
his sisters, adding that from that moment he felt ‘reborn’. The moment of his 
rebirth seems to have gone back to a bright June night in 1833 when, being then 
10, he had been in a summer training camp with his regiment. Years later, in a 
letter to his father, he was to describe the unforgettable experience that had 
come to him that night: 

‘Everyone around me was asleep, everything was calm. A radiant moon hung 
over the vast expanse of the camp. With one of my comrades who shared my 
tent, I began to read the poetry of the dead Venevitinov and his letter to some 
countess or other. The marvellous night, the star-filled sky, the quivering, mys- 
terious moonlight’, he went on — coupled with the verses and the Letter to the 
Countess N.N. by D.V. Venevitinov, the ‘Russian Byron’ — had filled him with ‘a 
sense of the infinite and a fiery, mighty love for God’s beautiful world, for all 
mankind, and especially for you, my dear father, and for my mother and my 
sisters.” He had been altogether overcome by ‘a sort of melancholy but blissful 
languor.” But he had also felt within himself ‘omnipotent forces for living, for 
being worthy to bear the great title of man.’ 

Venevitinov, before he died at the age of 22, had been the founder, together 
with Prince Vladimir Odoyevsky, of an earlier Moscow circle, the Society of 

“Wisdom Lovers’. In his Letter to the Countess N.N., Venevitinov had explained 
the notion of the German Idealist philosophers, notably Schelling, that all phe- 
nomena — poetry as well as, say, mineralogy — could be neatly arranged and 
encompassed in a single ‘absolute theory’ of the universe. A pupil of Professor 
Pavlov, who taught physics and mineralogy but had been one of Schelling’s ear- 
liest propagators in Russia, Venevitinov had also forecast the advent of an ideal 
age: when man reached ‘self-knowledge’, all sciences would be fused into a 
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single ‘science of sciences’, and ‘Love’ and ‘Freedom’, man’s destiny, would 
prevail. 

‘All of Nature, all human life’, Prince Odoyevsky was to recall of those days, 
‘seemed very clear to us’, that is, predictable. Romantic Idealists perfecting 
their self-knowledge by cultivating poetry and the arts while waiting for the 
all-in-one ‘science’ to arise could leave the study of empirical facts and objec- 
tive reality to test-tube chemists and others. 

For young Bakunin, absorbing them second-hand from Venevitinov, these 
ideas had been a revelation — at one stroke they offered an avenue of escape 
from his sexual impotence, the conventional obligations imposed by society and 
the unpleasant reality of his Army life. Surely, he had written a little earlier, ‘we 
do not exist on earth merely to be deceived and to suffer endlessly?’ He, too, 
could develop his self-knowledge, study, discover the universal scheme of 
things, find his ‘predestined’ place in it, and thereby achieve inner peace. 
Everything in him demanded ‘activity, movement’, but so far ‘the cold, insuper- 
able obstacles of the physical world’ had blocked him on all sides. 

He was still groping for his destiny, and a prey to Romantic languor. The 
beginning process of creating a new ‘reality’ for himself was to be a painful one 
— ‘Where then is reality?’ he exclaimed — but suddenly he had felt ‘omnipotent 
forces within myself...’’° 

As his intellectual revolution progressed, what he called ‘the whole system of 
my inner being’ was about to be ‘overturned’. Impotence could be turned into 
omnipotence. 

In the letter he wrote to his sisters before his departure for Poland, Bakunin 
had described the start of the process of turning withdrawal and his inner exis- 
tence into a citadel against the world. ‘I studied myself... A warmth so sweet 
poured through my heart... I feel as though I am being reborn. I feel that I am 
watching myself being fed and nurtured. Until now I have lived only an external 
life. I want now to build for myself an inner existence.’ And once he had but- 
tressed that internal fortress in his Polish exile, he had proclaimed at the very 
nadir of his desolation: ‘I will stand firm against the persecutions of implacable 
fate? He would laugh at its blows. ‘Let it beat away.’ He was no longer fright- 
ened by its attacks. On the contrary, the greater man’s struggle against its 
‘impediments’, the greater the chance of ‘strengthening his character’. 

His withdrawal into himself to be nourished from within, and other symp- 
toms of a so-called pre-oedipal and narcissistic ‘child-mother’ development, 
have been comprehensively analyzed — notably by Arthur Mendel in 1981 and 
Aileen Kelly in 1982 — for their effect not only on Bakunin’s contradictory per- 
sonality, but on his later politics. Mendel, in particular, makes a forceful case for 
seeing in Bakunin’s psycho-sexual disturbance, together with his concomitant 
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need for constant demonstrations of his powers and virility, the ultimate source 
of his increasingly violent ‘millennial aims and destructive means, the roots of 
his apocalypse.’ Even so, the great question to be answered at the end of his life 
would be the validity of his views and the historical justification invoked by him 
for his destructive fury. '? 

When Bakunin emerged from his Polish trials and loneliness, he faced the 
hostile ‘external’ world with a new, cold cynicism. Henceforth he would treat 
what he called ‘fate’ with the defensive-defiant indifference and cunning of a 
self-styled observer: ‘I follow with cold curiosity all the devices it uses to try and 
crush me. I pity it, because it will not attain its aim. Let it try.’ 

While in the Polish ‘desert’ he had studied. His withdrawal from a supposedly 
inimical world by no means conflicted with the ‘love for the whole of mankind’ 
that had flooded his heart that blissful summer night when he had first learned of 
Schelling’s vision of a superior reality. In a camp near Vilna he chanced on a Dr 
Krasnopolsky, an Army surgeon who had studied the German idealists at Mos- 
cow University; from this man, he imbibed more second-hand ideas of their phi- 
losophy. He had an ardent ‘thirst for knowledge’ and ‘self-perfection’. Unlike his 
fellow officers, he would lie on his bed reading, devouring any book he could find, 
whether of history, mathematics or ‘Lithuanian statistics’. 

Convinced that he was wasting his life in the Army, and that he was made for 
better things, he bombarded his family with his pleas for studying and tried to 
persuade them that to stay on was ‘almost identical with egoism’, which was a 
crime. He had been beseeching his father to get him at least a posting close to 
Premukhino, but would not wait. 

In January 1835, having steeled his will, and fancying himself a martyr to 
boot, he had made straight for home, feigned illness and chosen to become — 
after 6 years of training for a military career — a deserter. During his furious 
championship of Lyubov’s maiden ‘purity’ he had been his father’s accuser. 
Now the roles at Premukhino were reversed. But the old count’s remonstrations 
and desperate pleas not to shirk his duties and dishonour the family name 
hardly made a dent in his son’s new stoicism. Young Bakunin’s answer was that 
if Russia was threatened by war he would fulfil his ‘sacred duty’ to the father- 
land and re-enlist. 

And now, two months later, he was flourishing in Stankevich’s circle of intel- 
lectual young men and women. Suddenly, he was no longer awkward and inarti- 
culate, but taking part in drawing-room arguments — about religion, art and 
literature, the Absolute, the ‘World Soul’ and what not — with Belinsky and the 
historian Granovsky; with the poets Koltsov, Klinshnikov and Krasov; the jour- 
nalist and later publisher Katkov; the philologists Bodyansky and Petrov, not to 
mention Stankevich himself, and other philosophizing young aesthetes. With 
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Natalie Beyer’s appreciative glance resting on him and Lyubov and Tatyana 
watching admiringly, Bakunin found his tongue and the voice he seemed to have 
lost in the Army. 

‘A pure and noble soul’, Stankevich was presently to characterize him. ‘So 
much intelligence, feeling, honesty.’ The meditative, somewhat effete Stanke- 
vich sometimes suffered from ennui and Michael’s (later famous) volubility 
kept him ‘energetic’. Almost from their first conversation, lasting late into the 
night, they became bosom friends. Stankevich and Efremov, another member of 
the circle, were to visit Michael and his sisters at Premukhino before summer’s 
end in 1835; Belinsky did so the following year. All went into raptures about 
Michael, his family and the atmosphere of the place. 

‘The Bakunin family is an ideal family,’ according to Stankevich, who found 
at Premukhino ‘moral happiness’ and a hitherto unimaginable ‘harmony 
between the inner and outer worlds.’ Belinsky, who was the poorest of them all 
and troubled by family problems, experienced there a ‘harmony and bliss’ 
which refreshed his life. Premukhino was ‘paradise’. As a boy Michael had been 
singing ‘Au clair de la lune’ with his adolescent sisters. Now they were all — 
Lyubov, Varinka, Tatyana and 19-year-old Alexandra — graceful young women. 
At the sight of them making music with harp and mandolins around the piano, 
with Michael or one of his younger brothers accompanying on the violin, or all 
of them singing in chorus, Belinsky felt as if he were ‘listening to the rapturous 
and blissful hymn of perfected humanity.’'4 

Starting with his short Moscow visit in March 1835, Michael, for his part, 
found in Stankevich’s circle perfect soul mates, on whose admiration and 
understanding he could thrive. In their ‘uplifting and ennobling’ company he 
began to ‘live a genuine life’, to display his mesmerizing charisma and power of 
rhetoric, and was soon to discover his destiny and vocation. His conquest of 
Natalie Beyer was extraordinary. Before the end of his Moscow visit she was 
making it known that ‘a woman would want passionately to sacrifice everything’ 
for him. She herself was ready to contemplate ‘the most terrible suffering,’ even 
‘self-destruction’, if she could thereby generate ‘the force needed for his 
rebirth’ or become a ‘new woman who could be his guardian angel...”*> 

But Bakunin, as we know, had already been reborn. He had always had an 
instinct for leadership, lording it over his siblings even as a boy. A rebel by tem- 
perament but not yet with a cause, he had a ‘thirst for action’ and high, though 
still vague, aspirations. He did not intend to remain a ‘meaningless link in the 
chain of humanity’. Except for Belinsky and the ‘peasant poet’ Koltsov, most 
of Stankevich’s friends were rich, high-born and idle. All were self-involved 
Romantic young idealists. They spent almost as much time studying the state of 
their souls and discussing the fashionable notions of ‘self-development’ and ‘the 
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creative I’ as they did on metaphysical speculation and literary arguments. If phi- 
losophy and introspection helped to avoid facing Russian reality, Bakunin fitted 
well into this company. More than any of them, he had been cultivating his ‘self? 
for years, had trained himself to draw strength and defiance from his “inner exis- 
tence’. He was quick to realize that Stankevich, Belinsky, Efremov and most of 
the others were all weak ‘Hamlets’, sceptics lacking his own energy and ‘inca- 
pable of great deeds’. The will, he was to inform his new friends, ‘is the principal 
essence of man, when it is illuminated by the holy rays of feeling and thoughts.’"® 

In almost no time he gained a dominant influence over some of them. 
Bakunin was high-minded, sensitive, impressionable. Ever since his time in 
Poland, he was, like the others, engaged in a quest for some higher and absolute 
Truth, some purpose in life, some universal salvation. ‘We have the same ideas, 
the same doubts’ — Stankevich was to explain the remarkable affinity that drew 
them together — ‘the same needs’.'7 


Michael’s last week in Moscow was a particularly glorious one. Lyubov and Tat- 
yana having returned to Premukhino ahead of him, he basked in the admiration 
of the two Beyer sisters, saw more of Stankevich, and, never one to be defeated by 
his sexual or any other inadequacy, responded to Natalie Beyer’s obvious infatua- 
tion with him by falling in love with her ‘soul’. Opening his heart and some of the 
locks of his secret ‘inner existence’ to her, he complained of being misunderstood 
by his family, who thought little of his aspirations or his abilities. Natalie Beyer 
has left an account of the manner in which he unreeled his frustrations: ‘A flood 
of feelings and ideas’ poured from his lips with explosive force. ‘It was chaos.’ 
Natalie Beyer was an intelligent, if temperamental young woman. Michael was 
the new object of her worship. Observing that his mind was like a ‘labyrinth’ — 
and that she had had to collect her thoughts ‘a thousand times’ in order not to be 
entirely lost in it— she was nevertheless ‘shaken to the core’ by the eruption of his 
repressed emotions. In an impetuous fit of protective passion, she wrote a letter 
to his sisters, suggesting that they did not sufficiently appreciate him. 

“We are in a better position to know him as he really is,’ she wrote, lecturing 
them rather high-handedly about Michael’s hidden potential. For all her tact- 
less intervention and tone of exaltation, she had sensed the fire in him. Inform- 
ing Lyubov and Tatyana that Michael’s ‘heart and mind are filled with flame’, 
she made an astonishingly perceptive observation about this youth who had yet 
to show any accomplishments: 

‘His force of character and ardent spirit can achieve great things,’ she wrote, 
‘but these very qualities are all the more dangerous for him because they have 
been so long repressed.’ She added an outright warning: ‘You must consider the 


irreparable harm you may do him, even with all the love you bear him.” 
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Capping her indiscretion, she entrusted the letter to Michael, who without 
the slightest embarrassment undertook to deliver it himself, and on arrival at 
Premukhino proudly presented it to his sisters. He was stunned by their jealous 
reaction, which went beyond mere resentment of Natalie’s strictures and pro- 
prietary tone. For weeks they pursued him with their reproaches. The most hurt 
and incensed was his dear, specially beloved Tatyana, who saw in Natalie Beyer a 
predatory female and nothing less than a rival out to dislodge her from 
Michael’s heart and alienate his feelings. With all the hurt and heat of her 20 
years, she undertook to answer the trespasser’s presumption, and sent Natalie a 
stinging letter. 

Poor Michael found himself suddenly impaled on the horns of a real 
dilemma. All he wished was to ‘possess’ Natalie Beyer spiritually, yet hers was 
a pronounced sensual nature, and abhorring as he did all carnal passion, he 
feared the signs of her long-repressed ardour — a girl ‘whose torments I cannot 
assuage.” At the same time she was the first and only woman not of his family 
who seemed to understand him, and as such too precious to lose. On the other 
hand, he could not envisage life without the warming, physically undemanding 
adoration of his sisters. That alone still kept alive the comforting atmosphere of 
Premukhino, the lost Eden of his childhood, now that his father had practically 
given him up as intractable. 

No amount of his vaunted force of will, even ‘illumined by the holy rays of 
feeling’ and week-long brooding, seemed capable of resolving the imbroglio of 
his conflicting feminine attachments. What he wanted was to eat his cake and 
have it too, and this he finally achieved in two bold letters he sent to Natalie — 
diplomatically addressed to her and her younger sister, Alexandra — between 
the end of April and the first week of May 1835. 

He loved both of them, he assured them, for their ‘beautiful souls’. True, he 
had been carried away by a ‘burning, tempestuous passion’ for one of them. But 
such prosaic, selfish love of the flesh, merely ‘connected with the senses, and not 
with the soul’, was neither lasting nor worthy of a man. That kind of love was 
no longer for him. Henceforth he must ‘strengthen the love for mankind’, show 
his fellow men ‘the way to truth’. But was this not ‘really a splendid fate? Is it 
not really finer than love for a woman?’ He was ‘a man of the times’ with a dis- 
tinct vocation: ‘The hand of God has engraved in my heart the holy words, 
which suffuse my whole being: “He shall not live for himself.”’ He was deter- 
mined to be worthy of, and to sacrifice everything to, ‘this holy purpose. It is my 
one and only ambition... Every other happiness is denied me.’ 

Claiming divine inspiration for his self-proclaimed calling, Bakunin also 
sought in these two letters to give a philosophical underpinning to his detesta- 
tion of the ‘animal’, that is, sexual side of life and of all things connected with 
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‘matter’. God, he wrote, had ‘created animal life and breathed into it the divine 
spark, a particle of the transcendent idea... What really is humanity? God 
imprisoned in matter.’ The sensual passion in every human being separated him 
from his ‘transcendent origin’, and the perfectibility of humanity lay in its striv- 
ing to ‘overthrow the yoke of matter’. His own chosen role was to help in ‘the 
progressive process of God’s triumph over matter’ by spreading this grand 
notion. ‘To tear from nature its secrets, to reveal them to mankind, to over- 
whelm matter and habit by the force of one’s ideas — is this not really a splendid 
future?’ 

Dominating people by means of his will and the force of his ideas was to 
become Bakunin’s ambition and way of life. Natalie Beyer was already under 
his spell: she had acknowledged his hypnotic eloquence by noting that, for all 
the ‘chaos’ of his ideas, his metaphorically flaming mind emitted ‘sparks’ that 
‘catch in one’s heart and mind without one’s noticing.’ With a strategy that was 
to bring him extraordinary successes, Michael now extolled the ‘spiritual’ union 
of their souls, and the only kind of love he could offer her, as the purest possible 
kind of all. At the same time, he appealed for a place in her sister’s ‘broad and 
passionate heart’ as well. 

The two Beyer girls were given the chance of joining him in a sacred and 
universal cause, becoming the handmaidens, as it were, of its potential leader. 
For the moment, they went to the country for the summer. But not long after 
their return Michael — who at the end of May 1835 celebrated his 21st birthday 
— was to rejoice at being able to ‘possess’ both their souls . 

With Natalie and the temptations of the flesh momentarily out of the way, 
and his sisters satisfied, Michael was free that summer to begin developing his 
‘holy’ mission. Immediately, with characteristic verve and high-flying imagina- 
tion, he set about converting his siblings and some of his new Moscow friends. 
Efremov, one of these new soul mates, came on a visit to Premukhino. Michael 
made him his first disciple. 

Although their talks in the enchanted setting of Premukhino, with its woods, 
river, wild roses, pond and all, went unrecorded, Michael rejoiced in several 
letters to Efremov at no longer being ‘alone’ and exulted with the self-convic- 
tion of one chosen for his calling: 

‘My hopes are not mere smoke, but sacred, inspired dreams... sublime sub- 
stance given to only a very few on earth, substance that has to be our constant 
guide in the career of action.” They would not, he proclaimed, ‘pass through 
this temporal world in vain’, but strength of will was essential. ‘The develop- 
ment of our will is the only solution. When we are able to say ce que je veux Dieu 
le veut, then we shal] be happy, then our sufferings will cease. Until then we 
deserve them.’ Later that year he belaboured Efremov again: ‘The future is 
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within us... You say that one cannot always do what one chooses to do. Non- 
sense... Strength of will, my friend, is everything.’ 7° 

This theme and others now insistently recurring like codewords of a nascent 
gospel or doctrine he was fumbling to elaborate — the fortifying virtues of the 
‘inner life’, of ‘suffering’, ‘sacrifice’ and defiance of ‘the outside world’ — would 
not have been so bizarre but for their purpose, which was to bring about ‘God’s 
triumph over matter’ by fighting sensual passion, the root of all evil. 

They must, he was to instruct the younger of the two Beyer sisters, live a 
‘spiritual life, a life of self-sacrifice’ and mobilize ‘every possible force of will’ to 
resist ‘periods of sensual passion’. Otherwise, they would be sunk ‘forever in 
the mire of animal existence’. 

Man’s proper tendencies were ‘moral and divine’, not physical and animal. 
‘Man himself represents the eternal struggle of the beastly and the divine. The 
beastly will be destroyed and man will become God. All humanity, all individual 
beings, will merge into a single person, into love, into God...’?! 

No wonder Herzen was later to describe Bakunin as ‘the monk of revolu- 
tion’, or that he has since been called the ‘monk of a non-existent church’. 
From pronouncing his mission to be divinely inspired, it was only a short step 
to his proclaiming himself to his devotees — as he presently did to the Beyer 
sisters ~ a priestly voice speaking in the name of God. And with his veritable 
phobia of, and virulent campaign against, the fatal, devouring perils of all 
sensual, ‘animal’, material life, an aberrant element became definitely manifest 
in his youthful visionary posture, or posturing. Together with this element — 
variously described as ‘a strain of abnormality’ or a ‘displaced love of mankind’ 
— went an extraordinary personal magnetism and a spontaneity of action 
without which Bakunin would never have achieved his heroic stature and later 
influence. 

The latest detailed studies of the dual sides of his bizarre personality have 
attributed the irreconcilable contradiction between his frightened self and his 
public marks of power to his psycho-sexual disturbance, leading to his alienation 
from reality and to a quest for self-fulfilment in utopian-messianic political fan- 
tasies, and ultimately to his vision of a world revolution destroying that reality to 
make room for the healing advent of the millennium. For the moment, the point 
worth noting is that Bakunin’s anomalous attitude towards reality began long 
before he started his political-social agitation, or even developed any views on the 
subject.?? 

During the summer of 1835, he was in high spirits. His reconciliation with 
his sisters had been effected amid mutual protestations of devotion. He had 
revealed his ‘mission’ and his message to Natalie Beyer and Efremov, and to 
climax it all, Stankevich had promised to visit Premukhino. Though his new 
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friends might require firming up, they were kindred spirits sharing not only his 
ideas and aspirations, but also — though for different, purely Romantic reasons — 
his abhorrence of gross ‘animal’ love. 

When Belinsky later met Michael’s ‘little flock’ of sisters, as Varinka called 
them — they struck him as morally ‘elevated’, angelic beings, immaculate 
‘strangers to all sins of the body and the flesh? With Michael’s sisters included 
in this circle, and his parents excluded from it, the platonic loves between some 
of its members lent it an affectionate intimacy free of ‘vice’. It was like a noble 
brotherhood, recalling the happy family of Michael’s childhood, and substitut- 
ing a new harmony for its broken one. 

In July, however, his father recalled him to practical reality. The elder 
Bakunin, still busy pulling strings to save his son from charges of desertion, had 
secured a respectable government post for him as special assistant to Count 
Tolstoy, the Governor of Tver, who happened to be a great-uncle of Michael. 
It was the kind of government sinecure that suited a gentleman and might also 
allow him some time for his private pursuits. The very thought of burying 
himself in an office job, however, was abhorrent to Michael. Later confessing 
his inability to ‘stand firm’ against his parent, he ostensibly consented to the 
post, but for a week afterwards drank himself into a daily stupor ‘from morning 
until night’. 

The ‘strength of will’ he kept expounding having failed him, even ‘thoughts 
of suicide’ flashed before his mind, or so he was to claim. By August, having not 
the slightest intention of keeping his agreement, he was privately confiding to 
the Beyer sisters and one or two other friends that he might leave home for 
Moscow or St Petersburg University, perhaps even for Berlin, the Mecca of 
German metaphysics. 

While the issue of the Tver post was not yet acute until his Army discharge 
would come through towards the end of the year, Michael got busy organizing 
his 4 sisters, his teen-aged brothers, the two Beyer girls as well as Efremov into 
a ‘holy commune’ devoted to his ‘divine mission’. The declared purpose of this 
‘kinship’ or ‘chorus of souls, fused into one’, as he called it — with himself 
guiding and supervising their spiritual elevation like a benevolent ‘father 
wishing only the inner happiness of his children’ — was to make them all ‘feel 
God within ourselves... to be divine beings, free and predestined for the libera- 
tion of mankind’ from ‘the instinctual laws of unconscious’, that is, sensual- 
carnal, ‘existence’. 

Far from tampering with the innate piety of his sisters, Michael, still deeply 
religious himself, fed their thirsty souls a new, eye-opening interpretation of the 
Christian Gospels. To Tatyana it was ‘this God whom you are teaching us to 
understand’; Lyubov felt that he helped them ‘to see the purpose of our exis- 
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tence’; swayed by his sermons, Varinka — the only one of his sisters whose mar- 
riage to a certain Dyakov he had been unable to prevent — began to feel that she 
had betrayed her higher ‘self’ by allowing a ‘stranger’ — her spouse and the father 
of her child ~ ‘to profane me with his caresses.’ The perfect organization of his 
commune into ‘free’ and ‘divine beings’ was to preoccupy Bakunin well into 1836. 
By that time, against the self-denial and ‘suffering’ involved in the renunciation of 
physical pleasures as ‘a necessary condition for happiness’, he would offer the 
rewarding ‘bliss’ of the spiritual ‘inner life’, and invoke Jesus: ‘Look at Christ, my 
friends.’ He had ‘suffered so much’, had been misunderstood, ‘and yet he was 
happy.’ For the Saviour’s life had been one of self-denial and he found all his sat- 
isfaction ‘in the dissolution of his material J and in the salvation of all mankind.’23 

Bakunin had yet to reach that high point in October 1835, when Stankevich 
arrived on his promised visit together with Efremov. Stankevich’s stay at 
Premukhino did little to advance the undeclared romance between him and 
Lyubov. For the most lackadaisical of Russian Romantics could not work up the 
courage to pierce the wall of mutual shyness between them. With Stankevich’s 
and Michael’s circles now overlapping; with Lyubov, disappointed for the 
second time after the break-up of her engagement to Baron Renne; with Belin- 
sky becoming hopelessly enamoured of Michael’s youngest sister, Alexandra; 
and the Beyer girls at one point becoming more important ‘soul sisters’ to 
Michael than his own sisters, the stage was inevitably set for a complicated 
cross-current of personal illusions, disillusion and jealousies running beneath 
their high talk of ‘self-perfection’, their metaphysical interests and noble and 
sincere preoccupation with the destinies of mankind. 

In the end, all those involved — except for Bakunin himself — were to have 
their feelings hurt. On the other hand, Stankevich’s 10-day visit cemented his 
friendship with Michael and had the happiest results for both of them. 
Michael’s search for his vocation may have led him onto strange paths, but his 
intelligence so impressed and stimulated the blasé, ill, often flagging Stankevich 
that — far from being worn out by Michael’s ‘torrential eloquence’ — he felt revi- 
talized and saved from ‘deadly boredom’, and undertook to introduce him to 
Kant’s philosophy. 

‘You are formed for some noble work,’ he wrote Michael shortly after his 
visit. ‘You understand things so easily, believe so much in the worth of man that 
one cannot doubt your destiny.’?+ 

If Natalie Beyer had observed the potential hidden in his ‘force of character 
and ardent spirit’, these words coming from Stankevich himself — who expres- 
sed himself in a similar vein to others, too — could not but confirm the young 
Bakunin’s view of himself as one preternaturally chosen to become a leader or 
hero of mankind. Indeed, towards the end of 1835 he was inviting Efremov to 
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join him in ‘great deeds’ and set out with him on ‘the lonely trail to our aim’. As 
soon as his Army discharge came through, he meant to devote himself to it 
entirely. ‘We have the strength... We will not stop.’ 

By then, however, Bakunin’s own strength was being sorely tested. With 
Stankevich guiding him by correspondence, he had just started studying Kant 
when the whole Bakunin family moved to Tver for the opening of the winter 
season. There Michael, rebelling against the ‘outside world’, obstinately refused 
to leave his room, let alone to accompany any of his sisters to the balls, recep- 
tions and parties they were expected to attend. Let society fall apart — he had not 
the slightest intention of lifting a finger to help maintain its silly ‘proprieties’ 
and hypocritical obligations. And why should he help to throw his pure, virginal 
sisters into the arms of lovers and beastly men out to corrupt them — he who was 
destined to stamp out ‘sensuality’ and the animal lusts of the flesh? 

Even Tatyana was now threatened, or so he suspected; a certain Count 
Sologub was courting her, and she seemed not entirely indifferent to him. Was 
she perhaps in love with this man? The question nagged at his mind even as 
New Year’s Day 1836 approached, and he fretted over the issue of the govern- 
ment post arranged for him with Count Tolstoy. Michael’s official discharge 
from the Army had come through on 18 December, and as the Bakunins were 
due to meet the Governor during New Year celebrations in Tver, a decision 
could no longer be postponed. 

Michael’s choice was not exactly between a ‘hectic, fussy, bureaucratic job’, 
as he called it, and his wish to study, between an office and the university. The 
job had been specially designed for him. But the practical idea of accepting a 
comfortable post and pursuing his private study of Kant in his leisure time 
probably never entered his head. Philosophy had become something of an 
obsession with him, and Stankevich had written him in praise of ‘one-sided 
intellectual activity.’ Besides, his personal freedom to do what he liked was at 
stake; it was his ‘will against his father’s authority. Once again, however, young 
Bakunin shunned a showdown with his father — this time over his breach of 
promise, itself only given out of some fear of confronting him — and took wilful 
but evasive action. 

Shortly after the New Year, he packed his bags and ran away to Moscow 
without a word to anyone, not even his shocked sisters. It was his father, how- 
ever, who suffered the severest blow. The Count, almost 70, nearly blind and 
reduced to having the newspaper read to him, worried about the future of his 
unmarried daughters and that of his estate. Michael, he realized, would never 
live up to, or even try to assume, the responsibilities of an eldest son. He had 
personally looked after Michael’s first education, and had encouraged him to 
study. But he felt that Michael, puffing away at his pipe, discussing philosophy 
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at the universe with Stankevich in clouds of smoke, as they had done during the 
former’s visit, was a poor way of acquiring any serious knowledge, as were 
Michael’s ridiculous antics in Tver, locking himself up in his room with a pile of 
books and ‘playing Diogenes’ instead of taking his sisters to dancing parties. 

Michael’s debts, his dismissal from the Artillery School, his desertion — the 
old man had bailed him out of every kind of increasingly serious trouble. The 
son never took his advice, and he had lately stopped giving him any. But what 
angered and grieved him most was Michael’s steady drive to ‘rule the family’ 
and the way he had gradually deprived him of almost any parental say in the 
affairs of his 9 children. The old man could see that his daughters were upset by 
Michael’s unseemly flight to Moscow and his egotistical course of action. But 
as soon as they heard from Michael, they were only too keen to accept his 
justification of his action. Lyubov, Tatyana and Alexandra had given up all 
social distractions for the ‘bliss’ of cultivating their inner lives, and Varinka 
walked about like ‘a fallen woman’ expiating the sin of having married Dyakov, 
a ‘stranger’ and ‘philistine’ in Michael’s terminology. 

Hardly out of his teens, Bakunin had shorn his father of most of his power. 
Once a wise, undisputed paterfamilias, the proud, cultured master of Pre- 
mukhino was reduced to the pitiful state of pleading to be left the ‘moral direc- 
tion’ of at least some of his offspring: ‘I am not forbidding you to follow your 
own path,’ he wrote to Michael as soon as the latter had given a sign of life from 
Moscow. ‘But I ardently beseech you at least not to lead Nicholas and the [four 
other] younger brothers astray.’?5 

Outwardly composed, inwardly boiling, the declining Count clung to his 
dignity and stately manners. He may not have suspected why Michael could not 
tolerate the thought of his sisters marrying, and did not know that before 
leaving he had written to Efremov that the common preoccupations with 
‘wealth, high society and rank’ were not for him. The old Count felt challenged 
on all sides, threatened by this restive and incomprehensible son who kept sub- 
verting his household, upsetting not only his peaceful country retreat but all the 
standards of civilized behaviour, social norms and responsibilities he had incul- 
cated in his children; in short, his whole world. 

It was precisely against this world that Michael had rebelled — against his 
father’s and all parental authority; against the silly ‘proprieties observed by well- 
bred people’; against ‘the yoke of hated obligations unillumined by feeling’ and 
‘unworthy of a true man’; against custom, ‘cold formulas and rules.’ 

In Moscow, where he arrived practically penniless, Bakunin gave free rein to 
his bohemian nature, ‘breathed freely’ and felt like a new man. In separate as well 
as joint letters to Varinka and Tatyana he explained his self-styled ‘flight from 
Mecca to Medina’ in the terms above quoted and made the further point that he 
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could no longer live with a family that neither understood nor ‘respected’ him. 
He did not want to become a prim ‘society hero’, like Tatyana’s Count Sologub, 
‘the perfect gentleman’. His soul was too big for ‘custom, propriety and obliga- 
tions’. He needed his ‘personal freedom’, and did not see why he should sacrifice 
his ideas and ‘everything’ to the mere ‘habit and duties’ of family love. 

To his father he wrote: ‘We have died to each other.’ But he begged the Count 
to believe him, ‘now that we are parting forever and are speaking to each other 
for the last time, that I do not pursue some egoistic goal and that it is not plea- 
sure that I seek on my hard and lonely road.’ 

Indeed, parting with Premukhino and the privileges of ‘wealth, high society 
and rank’ meant having to work for a living. The most comfortable way seemed 
to give private lessons to a few rich boys. Consequently, on specially printed 
cards circulated in the houses of his noble acquaintances, M. de Bakunin, Pro- 
fesseur de Mathématiques, offered his services and waited confidently for 
pupils. None appeared. Bakunin, however, was never one to be long disheart- 
ened by financial problems. He lived for a month with Stankevich, then moved 
in for the next three months with Efremov. Determined never to yield to or be 
influenced by external circumstances, he lived by his wits, his charm, and his 
instincts, sponged without compunction on his friends, borrowed from per- 
functory acquaintances, then would entertain them lavishly with their money. 

‘For the world I may be an insignificant creature, nothing, a teacher of math- 
ematics,’ he wrote to his sisters on 28 February 1836, ‘but for myself, for the 
friends who understand me, I have risen much higher than before.’ Having 
stifled ‘the petty egoism of self-preservation’ within himself, and shaken off 
every yoke, he proclaimed proudly: ‘I am a man!?26 

Indeed, through it all Bakunin had never wavered from the studies he had 
started the previous November. Shortly after his visit, Stankevich had sent him 
a copy of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason and began helping him through its 
more abstruse passages. Sometimes they discussed abstract points in daily 
letters. Stankevich was easily exhausted by Kant’s dry style. Wrestling with 
Kant’s ‘skullbreaking’ metaphysical concepts caused him headaches and insom- 
nia, and afraid that Michael would soon ‘throw Kant to the devil’ — as he often 
felt like doing himself — he had warned him to take Kant’s indigestible ‘mess of 
boiled kasha’ in small portions. But Bakunin’s quick mind was as sturdy as his 

physique, and he had worked his way through the Critique with relative ease and 
remarkable industry even before his departure for Moscow. If his progress 
amazed Stankevich, it was actually not so surprising. 

Since he had turned his back on society and its distractions, German philo- 
sophy — the presumed key to the hidden cosmic pattern governing the universe 
— had become his chief and absorbing interest. Shortly before he deserted from 
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the Army he had wondered aloud what place he was ‘predestined to occupy in 
the universal infinite machine’. Philosophy, helping him to find it, was further 
to help him in his newly discovered mission — ‘to wrest from Nature its secrets, 
in order to reveal them to mankind, to overwhelm matter,’ etc. When the 
younger of the Beyer girls, Alexandra, following in her sister’s footsteps, fell in 
love with him and, dropping her defences as well as all ‘spiritual’ pretence, 
boldly declared that she longed to press herself bodily against him, Bakunin’s 
famous rejoinder ~ that his love was reserved for his ‘jealous wife’, philosophy — 
was not only a facetious epigram covering up for his psychological aversion to 
all physical-erotic contacts, but contained a grain of figurative truth. 

By the time he descended on Moscow at the beginning of 1836, Stankevich’s 
circle had moved on from Kant to Fichte. Plunging with Stankevich into 
Johann Gottlob Fichte’s Guide to a Blessed Life, Bakunin fell completely under 
the spell of this religious philosopher and Romantic moralist whose rousing 
‘Addresses to the German Nation’ were to earn him a lasting and controversial 
reputation as the ‘unarmed phophet’ of German nationalism. 

“He is the true hero of our time,’ Bakunin was to declare some years later. 
Indeed, Fichte’s precept that man ‘should be what he is because he wills it’; his 
sublime ‘indifference’, as Bakunin duly noted, ‘to external circumstances and 
opinion’; his insistence on ‘spontaneity’ and his capacity for ‘moving directly 
towards the ends he has set himself’ — all this could not but strike a deep chord 
in the heart of a young man in his early 20s who wished to be no Hamlet and 
dreamed of a ‘career of action’. Long before such directness of aim was to 
become his own forte, Bakunin noted with pride: ‘I possess similar qualities.’ 
Openly expressing his envy of Fichte’s ‘extraordinary power’ while aware that 
he still had to develop his own, he was all the more attracted to him because 
Fichte, too, ‘had the blessing of God.’ 

In his youth, Fichte had been dismissed from his Weimar post for proclaim- 
ing that through love man was ‘immortal as God himself, he is God himself.’ 
Accused of creating or becoming his own god, as it were, Fichte invoked St 
John: ‘He who dwelleth in love dwelleth in God and God in him.’ To intellectu- 
als Fichte further offered the challenge and the chance, as Bakunin now discov- 
ered, of taking part in the divine plan. For, since God had no existence outside 
the conscious mind of man, they — as scholars, sages, ‘heroes, poets’ and mem- 
bers of an élite occupying a superior vantage-paint, and capable of a ‘higher 
morality’ — were called upon to serve as ‘priests of the truth’ chosen by Provi- 
dence to inspire mankind and make it become what it was meant to be: the 
image of the divine. 

If Bakunin found confirmation in this of his own sacred mission, his sense of 
predestination as one of the elect, there was more in Fichte that was bound to 
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affect him profoundly. For in the latter’s conception, once all men became aware 
that they were only ‘the image, copy and manifestation’ of the inward ‘Divine 
Existence’, then all conflicts and tension between subject (the individual) and 
object (the external material world), between the finite and the infinite or 
‘eternal’, would be resolved through man’s merger and fusion with the Absolute 
in a messianic age in which ‘love’ and ‘harmony’ would reign universal. 

A yearning for love and harmony, for merging his soul with the Absolute — 
for a ‘union with the root of his existence’, as it has been called”? — was perhaps 
Bakunin’s deepest, and psychologically most significant, longing. ‘The life of 
man’, he had observed to Natalie Beyer in his May letter of the previous year, 
‘is an eternal striving of the part towards the whole.’ Losing himself in the 
Absolute, in ‘love for humanity and the striving towards the All’, was his best 
hope of resolving the conflict between his strengths and his weaknesses. Nor 
was he the only one to be captivated by Fichte’s vision of a Golden Age. That 
vision appealed strongly to all the frustrated young idealists of the mid-1830s, 
holding out as it did the hope and solace of a possible end to their alienation. 

None, however, embraced Fichte so fervently as Bakunin. He translated his 
Vocation of the Scholar (‘Einige Vorlesungen über die Bestimmung des Gelehr- 
ten’) and started a veritable Fichtean cult among his friends and disciples. 
Fichte held that the suffering involved in renunciation of the senses acted as a 
‘salutary spur’, and was a price worth paying in furthering man’s striving 
towards the Absolute. Bakunin had early made a cult of ‘suffering’ and gloried 
in the strength he derived from it. From Moscow, in February 1836, not long 
after he had discovered Fichte, he wrote to his sisters Varinka and Tatyana that 
‘he who has not suffered cannot love or be happy.’ In March he mentioned to 
them the ‘Satanic happiness’ of standing alone against the world, and was 
informing the two Beyer girls that he felt himself a man: ‘My purpose is God.’ 
Earth-shaking storms could neither frighten nor deflect him from his path as he 
advanced, with ‘proud and inflexible will’, towards his ‘high destiny. I am a 
man. I will be God... I suffer because I am a man and want to be God.’ It was at 
this point that he held up to his followers the figure of 


Christ, who suffered so much, who did not even know the joy of 
being fully understood by those around him, and yet he was happy, 
for he was the son of God, for his life was suffused with divinity, 
filled with self-denial, for he did everything for mankind and found 
all his satisfaction, his pleasure in the dissolution of his material I 
and in the salvation of all mankind.’ 


All that was needed now was for Michael Bakunin to announce that he was 
himself the son of God and identify his own will with God’s will. He came 
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close to it later in 1836 when he wrote to his brothers that Jesus had been ‘born 
man as we were’ so that we could ‘become God as he did’ and that he was living 
‘directly in Christ and through him in the spiritual world.’?9 

Michael’s new Fichtean rhetoric had a dazzling effect not only on his brothers 
and sisters — who variously declared that he had made them ‘really understand 
man’s destiny’ and that he was their ‘indispensable’ teacher — or on such femi- 
nine devotees as his Beyer soul-sisters, to whom he became a ‘priest of the 
truth’, but also infected even Belinsky, the sharp-minded and visceral critic, who 
published Michael’s translation of the Vocation of a Scholar in The Telescope 
without knowing that it represented only one, the chiefly religious, aspect of 
Fichte’s over-all philosophy. Other young Moscow intellectuals, handicapped 
(as was Belinsky) by their ignorance of German and dependent on Michael’s 
superficial mediation, similarly mistook the part for the whole. Belinsky himself 
was so captivated by Bakunin’s personality that he now began to look up to him 
as his intellectual superior. Before he was to break free of his influence after 
several years of hard inner struggle, he kept arguing vehemently with others that 
Fichte’s ‘eternal spirit’ was the only reality, and all the rest a shadow.3° 

Only Stankevich poured cold water on Bakunin’s Fichtean fireworks. Study- 
ing the philosopher’s system more thoroughly than any of them in a carriage 
taking him to the Caucasus, he cautioned Michael in a letter in April 1836: ‘Out 
of the laws of mind he [Fichte] constructs a whole world of phantoms, and of 
the mind itself he makes a phantom. It’s all done so neatly! ... but an oppressive 
sense of complete doubt prevented my enjoying it.’3" 

This surprisingly (for a poet) realistic reservation did little, however, to dam- 
pen Michael’s enthusiasm for Fichte. The latter’s idea that certain men were 
destined to become ‘teachers’ and ‘guides of humanity’ — and that anyone so 
chosen must always ‘act, and therefore be’ himself, without yielding to the 
attractions of the external world — expressed too well what he had long felt 
about himself. Besides, Bakunin functioned best in an atmosphere of ‘exhilarat- 
ing make-believe’, and needed it like air for breathing. Much of his later revolu- 
tionary activity was to be a life-long attempt to change the world by imposing 
‘phantom’ ideas and his own fantasies on the ‘separate facts’ of reality. 

Bakunin was too mettlesome a character and too thirsty for action to have the 
makings of an abstract thinker. In philosophy, he ‘sought life,’ he was to confess 
to the Tsar years later, ‘I sought deeds.’ His delvings into Kant, Fichte and later 
Hegel were neither systematic nor comprehensive, but he had a knack for quickly 
seizing on those essentials that suited or reflected — as in the case of Fichte — the 
needs of his own life, temperament and make-up, or that could be ‘dialectically’ 
turned round to serve them. In his own incoherent philosophical writings, mod- 
ern scholars were to discover ‘sparks of truth and astonishing discernment’, as 
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well as ‘a sense of method in their madness’, but that too showed particularly 
where his thought was ‘closely linked with his erratic life.’ 

With his formidable ego and eloquence, his ambition, intelligence, restless 
energy and ‘the germ of a colossal activity’, as Herzen was to call it, he could have 
become almost anything — ‘an agitator, a tribune, a preacher, the head of a party 
or a sect, a heresiarch or a fighter.’ But his philosophical explorations in 1836 
were mainly a search for himself. At 22, in spite of his defection from the Army, 
he was still a Russian patriot and dandyish nobleman with not a care about the 
Tsar’s tyranny or the indignities of serfdom. One of his mother’s younger rela- 
tives — Sergei N. Muraviev, then in his mid-20s — had actually fired his nationalist 
feelings beyond anything he experienced in his father’s conservative home. 
During his service in Poland he had also met General Michael Nikolayevich 
Muraviev, ‘the Hangman’, who was Governor of Grodno. It was only a year or so 
since Bakunin, invited by the general to witness his effective methods of interro- 
gation, had written a letter patriotically justifying Muraviev’s brutal measures 
against the Polish rebels on the grounds of inevitable and ‘excusable’ necessity. 

But his personal problems were legion, and torn between the contradictory 
forces of his character, he strove more than any of his generation for a healing 
harmony and wholeness. To most of his friends, excepting Belinsky, intellectual 
speculation was an ‘aristocratic urge for self-fulfilment’. To the young Bakunin 
it was a veritable battle for his identity and his place in life. In his megalomaniac 
mission, in impersonal love and the welfare of humanity at large, he found a 
way of relating to a hostile world in which he otherwise felt an alien. 

He had yet to find any pupils for private lessons. But there were inspiring 
evenings in Stankevich’s apartment, where his circle met regularly on Fridays 
and the discussions — about ‘God, truth, the future of mankind, and poetry,’ as 
Ivan Turgenev was to write — made the night fly past ‘as if on wings’; and the 
participants would disperse at dawn ‘with a kind of pleasant weariness’ in their 
souls. There were also suppers at the house of the Beyer sisters and in other 
places frequented by Moscow’s intellectual young guard and advanced literati. 

As depicted by Turgenev, the atmosphere at Stankevich’s meetings was one 
of study, rejoicing and veneration, 


as if I had entered a temple... Imagine, 5 men and 6 boys, one tallow 
candle burning, tea of the filthiest taste is handed round... But you 
should have seen our faces... In all eyes there was rapture, and cheeks 
burned... Pokorsky [Stankevich] would sit with his legs tucked under 
him, resting his pale cheek in his hand... Rudin [Bakunin] would 
stand in the middle of the room and talk, talk eloquently, just like a 
young Demosthenes before a raging sea. 
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But in 1836 Turgenev had yet to join the circle. Though he met Bakunin only 
later in Germany, his semi-fictional account of the Romantic atmosphere of the 
1830s evoked both the lofty, intoxicating spirit of some of these evenings and 
the figure of the young Bakunin holding the centre of the stage: imposingly tall 
and talkative, he was, with his leonine head, impossible to overlook in any 
company. 

But the tea served was hardly of the cheapest kind. The poet Konstantin 
Aksakov, one of the circle’s earliest members, described Stankevich’s ‘low- 
ceilinged rooms full of tobacco smoke’ as presenting to the visitor ‘a lively and 
variegated’, hardly temple-like scene, with Stankevich playing the piano, the 
sound of voices singing, and ‘young and gay faces on all sides.’33 

‘Here [in Moscow] all the capacities of my spirit have unfolded,’ Bakunin 
wrote to his sisters. No longer bound by custom, ‘hated obligations’ and the 
family routine of Premukhino, he felt free as a bird. Stankevich’s company was 
so uplifting that ‘in his presence, no one could have a cowardly or trivial 
thought.’ He was elated, too, by his new and growing friendship with Belinsky, 
who in spite of his fierce articles lacked self-assurance in society and was now as 
impressed as Stankevich had been by Michael’s liveliness, energy and aplomb. 

Bakunin had been in Moscow barely two months when, in the third week of 
February 1836, he started a new battle against his father by challenging a 
certain Vladimir Rzhevsky — who had started courting his elder sister Lyubov — 
to a pistol duel. 

His parents’ approval of the match so alarmed Michael (a renewed nuptial 
threat to Lyubov’s ‘modesty’) that he insisted the duel be fought to the death — 
at a distance of ‘five paces... without seconds who might be able to end it.’ The 
duel ended in fact before it began, for Michael managed to intimidate the poor 
suitor into signing a promise to sever all contacts with Lyubov. At virtually the 
same moment, Michael became engaged in a campaign for the ‘liberation’ of 
the younger of the two Beyer girls, Alexandra, from the domination of her 
mother, who was trying to coerce her into a marriage of convenience. Alexan- 
dra, who was 20, had taken a fancy to Fedor Rzhevsky — a brother of Vladimir — 
and was threatening to run away and bury herself for life in a convent. 

But Alexandra and Natalie Beyer were now under Bakunin’s protection as 
members of his ‘holy commune’. As the benevolent ‘father’ and spiritual 
mentor of this self-styled ‘kinship’, or ‘chorus of souls, fused into one’ — or 
‘pseudofamily’, as others have called it — he had created for himself, he felt it his 
duty and only natural to ‘deliver’ Alexandra from maternal oppression and a 
forced marriage. He leapt to the task with great relish. 

It pitched the domineering young Bakunin, a Fichtean ‘priest’ of divine 
‘truth’, against the widowed Madame Beyer. He was cool, cynical, impervious 
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to suffering and his weaknesses, which by a mixture of self-deceit and bluff he 
metamorphosed into a triumph over the flesh, a victory of the ‘pure’ and 
God-like over ‘beastly’ passion, priding himself, moreover, on his ‘inflexible 
will... to achieve my high destiny.’ Madame Beyer with her calculating practical- 
ity was poorly armed against his combination of evangelism and megalomania. 
He had made it his mission to lead her daughter back to God and addressed 
Alexandra in the following terms: 


I speak with you in the name of God, who wants to have you among 
his children. He will speak to you through my lips... This God, this 
absolute love, is bliss. Alexandra, I am called to be its priest. Forget 
that you are speaking to a young man you know... Look on me as the 
being called upon to deliver you, to open before you the gates of 


truth. 


Alexandra was under no circumstances to throw away her life by hiding in 
‘passive prayer’ in a nunnery. The essence of God was ‘freedom’, and he, 
Michael Bakunin, would look after everything.3+ 

He did. His ‘holy commune’ was a paradigm of the many secret societies, 
brotherhoods, ‘alliances, parties and federations’ he was to conjure up during 
his later public career. It was only natural that in running it he showed some of 
the charisma, commanding authority and capacity for intrigue which were to 
become his hallmarks. He directed Varinka to help save Alexandra Beyer from 
her mother’s clutches by inviting the girl to stay with her on the pretext that ‘she 
can help you raise your son and ease your suffering’; he instructed Alexandra 
how to reply; and, by a series of coolly calculated steps mixing courtesy towards 
her mother with masterful and relentless interference in her household, he soon 
reduced Madame Beyer, who may or may not have been emotionally out of 
control, to hysterics. By mid-March he was describing to Varinka how he dealt 
with one of her tantrums when, arriving at the Beyer house, he heard ‘dreadful, 
piercing shrieks’ from the parlour: ‘We found the mistress of the house rolling 
on the floor... Alexandra wanted to run away.’ 

According to his account, Michael led her and Natalie upstairs and directed 
them to ignore their mother’s carryings-on and her ‘terrifying wails’. Madame 
Beyer, seeing that her daughters ‘did not throw themselves at her feet’, got up 
after a while. Pretending that she had fainted, she called for the girls to come 
downstairs, accused herself of being ‘vile, base, loathsome, stupid’, and in the 
midst of this orgy of self-abuse ‘suddenly asked if I were there and if I had seen 
her hysteria.’ In the same and other letters he explained with great satisfaction 
that she couldn’t stand him, but was afraid of him; ‘We have her firmly in hand... 
She cannot take a step without our permission,’ and ‘I will not relax my power.’3° 
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Bakunin eventually had his way. He packed Alexandra off to Varinka’s estate 
near Premukhino, saving her both from the iniquity of a forced marriage, as he 
had saved Lyubov, and from ‘the filth’ and ‘humbug’ of life in a nunnery. With 
that settled, he went on developing his ‘holy commune’. 

One thing he insisted upon strongly was that both his siblings and his two 
Beyer soul-sisters fulfil and ‘bend to’ his will. They must trust him absolutely or 
‘not believe in me at all.’ For his ‘T’ was of ‘divine origin. It commands circum- 
stances. It rules them.’ They could hide nothing from him, for he could read 
their souls, ‘foresee your feelings, even your doubts.’ And once he had destroyed 
Madame Beyer’s authority, as he had that of his own parents, her daughter 
Alexandra was told in April 1836 that ‘giving yourself in friendship’ to him 
meant giving him ‘eternal rights to yourself.’ Of Natalie, who stayed on with her 
mother, he wrote triumphantly the same month that she could do ‘nothing 
against my will.’3¢ 

His beloved sister Tatyana was so enthusiastic about his teaching and the 
ideas that drew them ‘completely together’ in the commune that — having only 
the previous year raved with jealousy at his interest in the two Beyer girls — she 
actually urged him to ‘resurrect their splendid souls’ and help them achieve the 
‘celestial harmony’ of ‘the inner life about which you preached to her [Natalie] 
so much’; and before long the two sets of young ladies vied with one another in 
their adulation of him. Bakunin preached to them that love was freedom, that 
convictions — his convictions — came before everything. 

To Alexandra Beyer he quoted Jesus: ‘Leave everything, father and mother, 
follow me. For I am the truth...’ 


Through all this, he continued to translate Fichte’s The Vocation of the Scholar 
and to shine in Stankevich’s circle. The importance of this circle lay in the fact 
that it provided young intellectuals — at a time when Russian literature had yet 
to take off with Turgenev, Dostoyevsky and Tolstoy, and when literary maga- 
zines ‘reached a reading public of only a few hundred subscribers in all of 
Russia and died easily of inanition or through government action’? — with a 
forum where they could exchange ideas, read their works and discuss foreign, 
chiefly German, philosophy and literature. The circle met on Fridays at the 
house of the Beyer sisters, and it was to Natalie Beyer that Bakunin had first 
invoked ‘the hand of God’ for his mission on the basis of the Fichtean notion 
that man’s nature was essentially divine. 

In 1836, The Telescope was suppressed for publishing an article called ‘First 
Philosophical Letter’. It was written by Peter Chaadayev, the grandson of a well- 
known historian, Prince Shcherbatov, and a highly educated former Guards offi- 
cer who had shown a bent for philosophy in his youth. In 1814, at the age of 20, 
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he had entered Paris in Alexander I’s honour guard, but in 1821, feeling that 
only ‘he who despises the world doesn’t care to reform it’, he had resigned from 
the Army, declining the position of an Imperial adjutant. A close friend of 
Pushkin, whom he had first met when the poet was 17, Chaadayev associated 
with the Decembrist officers, but at the time of their abortive insurrection he 
was abroad as he had been for several years. On his return to Russia he was 
arrested, but released. An elegant and rather aloof, eccentric figure (/e beau 
Tchaadaev, as he was known in society circles), he had studied the philosophy of 
Schelling, whom he also met in person. He knew some of Hegel’s works and had 
been impressed by his theory of history as a meaningful process. His first ‘Philo- 
sophical Letter’, written in 1829, and the 7 that followed it had been circulating 
privately in manuscript form among Moscow and St Petersburg intellectuals. 

‘We are not of the West or of the East, and we have the traditions of neither,’ 
he wrote. ‘We take only ready-made ideas... We grow but we do not mature, we 
advance, but in an oblique line, that is to say one which does not lead to the goal.’ 
An intellectual skeptic, Chaadayev held that Russia’s future would be as gloomy 
as her present. Deploring her lack of roots in the fertile, chiefly Catholic subsoil 
of European civilization, he attributed her ills and her spiritual barrenness to 

her Greek-Orthodox religion, which had separated her from the mainstream of 
European history and any ‘progressive movement of ideas’. Without it, Russians 
with their barbarous past shifted aimlessly and without direction from one 
theory to another, constantly asking themselves: ‘Where are we?... With us, new 
ideas sweep away the old because they do not spring and grow out of them.’ 

Whether the publisher of The Telescope, Professor Nadezhdin, printed 
Chaadayev’s ‘Letter’ without his knowledge, or was induced to do so by Chaa- 

dayev himself — who is known to have said that he wished to bequeath his ideas 
‘to the world’ — neither of them foresaw its effect, or the personal consequences 
to themselves. 

Ata time when Russian officials suspected even the author of the most inno- 
cent literary essay of using hidden language — ‘by the word Enlightenment he 
means freedom, the mind’s activity is to be read as revolution, and the skilfully 
contrived middle ground is nothing less than a constitution’3® — Chaadayev’s 
‘Letter’ was like ‘a shot that rang out in the dark... It shook all thinking Russia.’ 
Thus wrote Herzen, who read the piece when The Telescope reached him in 
Siberian Vyatka.2? 

The Tsar’s angry retaliation magnified its unexpected impact. Acting on his 
imperial (and presumably psychiatric) authority, Nicholas I ordered Chaadayev 
to be declared insane. The man of whom Pushkin wrote that in Rome he would 
have been ‘a Brutus, in Athens, Pericles’ ~and of whom Osip Mandelshtam was 
to say that he left a mark on the consciousness of Russian society ‘as sharp and 
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indelible as that which a diamond cuts into glass’ — was forbidden to write, and 
placed under a doctor’s supervision.*° 

The following year, Nicholas I put his seal to a Censorship Law so drastic 
that Nikitenko, the liberated serf who became a distinguished university pro- 
fessor, resigned his post as a censor. In his diary he observed that when Russia’s 
young found that ‘every fresh thought was considered a crime against the social 
order’, that what was expected of them was ‘soulless compliance’ and that ‘edu- 
cated men in our society were outlaws’, the whole young generation ‘felt out of 
gear.’ 

To this alienated generation, confined to a bookish existence and seeking 
refuge in the works of Goethe, Schiller and E.T.A. Hoffmann’s fantastic tales, 
Fichte’s half-mystic philosophy brought the message that the subjective ‘life of 
thought’ actually constituted the true and real life, rather than the ‘apparent’ or 
phantom world of external reality. God, in essence, was Knowledge, or Con- 
sciousness of Being, ‘the true World-Creator’, and man’s nature was essentially 
divine: ‘Insofar as we are Knowledge, we ourselves, in the deepest root of our 
being, are the Divine Existence.’ While self-cognition and ‘pure thought’ ~ rather 
than the idolatry of ceremonial worship — were the first steps in approaching 
God, man, according to Fichte, could practically ‘will’ himself to be God by con- 
centrating on the ‘indwelling’, ‘suprasensual’ life of the mind. The more he 
renounced the external material world, the more he would be ‘free to dominate it 
according to his own will.’ 

This message not only went directly to Bakunin’s heart, but offered to others 
of his purposeless and ‘superfluous generation’ the comforting notion that by 
cultivating their souls and inner lives they were — ‘like chess-players who see 
only their game’ (as Bakunin himself was later to put it in his Confession to the 
Tsar) — actually living a higher reality that transcended the grim, repugnant real 
world around them. 

Bakunin had earlier informed Natalie Beyer that ‘the separate facts of reality’ 
were less important than the idea they expressed. ‘And what is this idea?... Love 
for humanity, and the striving toward the All, toward perfection.’ 

No wonder that the gloomy picture of Russia past, present and future pre- 
sented by Chaadayev shook her progressive young idealists out of their Romantic 
self-indulgence and escapist preoccupations. Not that they passed immediately 
from philosophy to political action. Chaadayev’s essay was ultimately to lead to 
the split between the so-called ‘Westernizers’, keen on adopting the values of 
Western civilization, and the ‘Slavophiles’ who, led by Ivan Kireevsky, main- 
tained that Russia would be redeemed not by Western ‘logic’ but by a combina- 
tion of reason with intuition and the type of traditional institutions — like the 
village communes — instinctively developed by the Russian people, and anchored 
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and imbedded in her own history and culture. Alexander Herzen, raised on the 
best that European civilization had to offer but disillusioned by the materialism 
of its bourgeoisie as soon as he arrived in Paris on the eve of the 1848 revolution, 
was to be torn between the two currents. Although he spent the rest of his life in 
the West, he never lost his respect for the unspoilt Russian peasantry and its 
communal system. And the dedicated role played by the young intelligentsia of 
the 1830s, particularly Stankevich’s circle, in ‘silently undermining the compact 
crust’ of tsarism was to inspire Herzen’s life-long belief that ‘such fresh young 
forces’, appearing whenever Russia ‘had a chance of stretching her limbs’, might 
yet save her and even help to revitalize Western civilization." 

But in 1836 Herzen was in Siberia, and in Stankevich’s circle hardly anyone 
thought that the study of philosophy could lead to practical conclusions translat- 
able into action. Stankevich did not think so, nor, as we have seen, did he share 
Bakunin’s enthusiasm for Fichte’s ‘phantoms’. Stankevich is believed to have 
influenced Bakunin’s refusal to accept the Tver post, but in defending ‘one-sided 
intellectual activity’, he made some interesting observations on the mechanics of 
bureaucratic government and the official Russian idea that ‘the State should be a 
kind of machine.’ Remarking that ‘a machine is damaged by time’ and ‘is 
smashed in order to be repaired’, Stankevich wrote that ‘the machine is no model 
for a society.” Men who tried to improve the agriculture of the Russian peasantry 
were called ‘practical... But why not be concerned that the people themselves 
begin to think and that they themselves find means [for promoting] their own 
welfare?’ In Europe, Stankevich went on, ideas were now abroad to educate the 
people in science, art and religion. ‘These are just dreams, they say; such things 
have never happened... Every century sees events that never before occurred, and 
Iam convinced that one day things will happen that no one ever dreams of.’4? 

In introducing Bakunin to Kant, Stankevich had warned him not to allow his 
Romantic, religiously tinged metaphysical speculations and tendency towards 
abstraction to make him forget reality. He urged him to complement his study 
of Kant with the study of history. ‘Divorced from history, knowledge is dead 
and dry,’ he had written. ‘One must join the unity of idea to the variety of con- 
crete facts — such is the ideal of Knowledge.’43 

But Bakunin, with his mighty ego and capacity for make-believe, was neither 
mentally nor temperamentally ready to desist from bending the ‘separate facts’ 
of reality to his will. His Fichtean metaphysics was merely a phase in his long 
training for the adventurous role of a revolutionary leader, a hero in the double 
struggle for ‘absolute liberty’ and ‘love of humanity’ in the abstract. 


In April 1836, his fourth month in Moscow, Bakunin was engaged by a family 
called Ponomarev to tutor their son in mathematics and physics. At last he was 
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earning some money. But his mind was on his sister Tatyana at Premukhino 
and her disturbing ‘affair’ with Count Sologub. He kept plying her with letters 
— was she still in love with that prig , or with someone else? ‘Answer me quickly, 
tell me the truth, I beg and beseech you!’ At the same time he had to fend off 
Natalie Beyer, whose long-suppressed ‘animal’ nature got the better of all his 
preaching; try as she might to enjoy the bliss of idealized ‘spiritual’ love, she 
found no contentment in it. While her sister was away at Varinka’s estate, 
Natalie gave vent to her frustration by letting Michael know that unless they 
could have a more concrete relationship she was ready to forgo his ‘friendship’ 
altogether. 

Caught between her intolerable erotic insistence and his conviction that he 
was the innocent ‘cause of the sufferings of a girl I love, but whose torments I 
cannot assuage,’ as he finessed the point to his sisters, Michael fleetingly con- 
sidered marrying Natalie, but gave up the idea. As E.H. Carr observed, ‘the 
alternative remedy’ of leaving the girl alone ‘never entered his head.’ Instead, 
he rebuked her for her heresy and for expecting a man like himself, ‘capable of 
ideal love’, ever to ‘lower himself to the state of being in love.’ 

As for Tatyana, she sent her brother an intimate letter in which — judging 
from the fact that she asked him to burn it, and from his ecstatic reply of 15 
April — she seems to have done little to discourage his unhealthy infatuation 
with her. Michael, feeling ‘loved again’ by his adored Tanichka, confessed that 
he had not burned her letter. ‘I shall keep it for ever, and never part with it for a 
single moment... Nothing will ever separate us! If you could only know, if you 
could only feel but half the bliss which your letter has brought me ... How I 
want to see you again, to press you tightly, tightly to my heart, to tell you things 
that one cannot say in letters... I feel now that I love you more than anything in 
the world, you have become my one idol on earth.’ Tatyana had made light of 
her flirtation with Count Sologub, and Michael assured her no other eye had 
‘profaned’ her letter to him.*+ 

Eight days later, on 23 April, he could not resist writing to Tanichka again 
‘how I love you and how I have always loved you, how I suffered at the very 
thought of your indifference to me and how impossible it would be to replace 
you in my heart with anyone else.’ Tatyana wrote back: ‘Thank you, a thousand 
times thank you! If I had wings I would fly into your arms and press you to my 
heart.’45 

Although she assured him again that he had no reason to be jealous of 
Sologub, and Michael was now calm on this point, he may have begun to be 
perturbed by the incestuous implications of his jealousy. Before very long he 
was to discuss his bewildering ‘feeling for Tanichka’ with the Beyer sisters, and 
to take his problem to Belinsky as well. 
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Discussing one another’s psyche and love affairs, it should be obvious by 
now, was natural practice in Stankevich’s circle. Moreover, the circle provided 
each of its members with ‘collective support’ in ‘every department of his life’, 
taking ‘an active interest in his moral, physical and financial condition,’ often 
banding together to help him.4® 

Nevertheless, the chief feature of the group remained the free comradely ex- 
change of ideas and ‘intellectual stimulation’ it offered its members. As against 
this, the young Bakunin in his ‘holy commune’ tolerated no dissent among his 
disciples, but demanded absolute subservience to his ideas. As a self-styled 
‘priest’ and ‘servant of God,’ he became the ‘director of their consciences’, as it 
were, and kept up a ceaseless stream of arguments to brainwash them into sub- 
mission. It has been rightly observed that Bakunin sought not friends, but ‘par- 
tisans’. 

When his own sisters, exercising the rights of kin, felt free to question his 
treatment of their father, Michael was hurt. Offended by the suggestion that he 
was ‘tyrannizing’ anyone, he took his grievance to the Beyer sisters and assured 
them that they were ‘much more his sisters’ than his real but ‘involuntary sib- 
lings’. 

Absorbed with these personal matters and others affecting his commune, he 
hardly had the mind for coaching young Ponomarev in mathematics and 
physics. Instead, he gave him a more interesting time by inciting the boy to 
rebel against his parents, their conventional values and ‘moribund’ world. 

Then, in mid-May, he abruptly packed his bags and left Moscow. Natalie 
and Alexandra Beyer had each gone away; Stankevich was on a health cure in 
the Caucasus; and with most of his other friends dispersing for the summer, the 
city held little attraction for him. Poor Ponomarey, his only pupil, was left in the 
lurch on the eve of his examinations, and would have to fend for himself. But 
where was Michael to go? His spirit had ‘unfolded’ and taken wings, but he was 
destitute. To his father at Premukhino, which he had stealthily fled only a little 
over 4 months earlier, he had written breaking off their relations. In his reply, 
the father had given his rebellious son a piece of his mind: 


True philosophy consists not in visionary theories and empty word- 
spinning, but in carrying out everyday obligations to family, society 
and country. You neglect these obligations for the pursuit of chim- 
eras, and chatter about some inner life which compensates you for 
the loss of everything else... One way is still open to you to prove that 
your heart is not quite dead... Efface the past by your obedience, and 
rather believe your blind father than your blind — call it what you 
will. This is my last word. 
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Elsewhere in the letter the elder Bakunin ironically suggested that Michael’s 
head was not yet cured of its fever, while ‘your heart is silent.’ Michael’s reac- 
tion to his father’s lines had been to inform his sisters that he was through with 
his parents: ‘Where love is, there are no obligations,’ he had written to them in 
March. Duty excluded love, and was therefore ‘wicked and mean. For me, 
parents do not exist. I renounce ours. I do not need their love.’#7 

Having burned his bridges to Premukhino, it was nevertheless to Pre- 
mukhino that he returned in May — not, however, in order to be a ‘good and 
obedient son’, but to glory in his new Fichtean role. He confessed that he 
needed ‘people who feel confident under my direction,’ and where else was he 
to find them if not in his devoted ‘flock’ of 4 sisters at Premukhino? 

In that lyrical and romantic setting, with its ivied houses and moonlit grot- 
toes, Michael — idle, unencumbered by responsibilities or economic worry, 
remote from the sensual allurements of the hated ‘external world’ — now led 
them through Fichte’s Blessed Life, as he had once led them and his younger 
brothers on their romps through orchards, fields and woods. Instead of singing 
Au clair de la lune on enchanted evenings, they now read and discussed the 
poetry of Goethe and Schiller. Gone was the awe they had once experienced 
during Holy Week and other Church rituals — vespers, Gospel readings, confes- 
sions, communion, the washing of the icons, Good Friday and Christ’s shroud. 
Now Michael led his intensely pious sisters away from ‘that God to whom they 
pray in churches’, hypocritically ‘abasing themselves before him’, to ‘the one 
who lives in mankind’ and ‘speaks in the poet.’ 

Basking in their rapt admiration — while simultaneously guiding the two 
Beyer girls by correspondence ~ he began to initiate all of them more fully into 
his mission of bringing out the divine in man, ‘bringing the heaven, the God he 
bears in himself, down to our earth.’ 

He had not yet turned atheist. Nor had any of them. On the contrary, as a 
messianic servant of God, Michael kept invoking Jesus, Calvary and the virtues 
of Christian (and, in his case, very likely masochistic) suffering required of 
them in their struggle for inner perfection. Soon enough, however, seeing 
himself as a second Jesus ‘become God as he did’, he was to call on his disciples 
to proselytize for his commune; to remind the Beyer sisters that they had been 
present at his ‘christening into truth, present at the beginning of my eternal 
life,’ and that together they had founded that ‘sacred church’ which was to be 
turned into a ‘Kingdom of the Holy Spirit’ on earth, on the model of the broth- 
erhood that ‘He had come among the people’ to establish.48 

When he reached his megalomaniac-militant stage, he would go on invoking 
the Saviour, but the one who had ‘not come to bring peace, but a sword’, and 
would quote St Mark: ‘I have come to set a man against his father, and a daughter 
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against her mother’, etc.4? That phase was still a year or so away. For the moment 
suffering was ‘the most sublime manifestation of the divinity of man’, as exem- 
plified by his own experience: ‘I am a man, and I will be God... I suffer because I 
am aman and want to be God.’ 

But the seeds of that combative attitude were already evident in his revolt 
against his father, against the ‘animal’ in man (sex) and the material world 
(society) and its conventional laws and ‘cut-price practical morality’, in his war 
for ‘the liberation of enslaved mankind’, indeed, the whole universe, from its 
coarse instincts and ‘unconscious existence’. This was a war he announced in 
that summer of 1836 and was to wage at length and relentlessly. It was also a war 
fought in practice chiefly to undo his sister Varinka’s marriage and to save her 
(as he had saved Lyubov and Alexandra Beyer) from ‘the terrifying humilia- 
tions’ imposed by man’s ‘beastly passion’ upon the modesty and shyness of 
innocent women. In Varinka’s case, he agreed that Dyakov, her husband and the 
father of her child, was a decent and nice enough fellow. But he had evolved a 
new argument: whereas Varinka, now one of his most faithful disciples, though 
a ‘fallen woman’, was being guided by him towards a celibate state of ‘inner per- 
fection’. Dyakov was a coarse sensualist and stood ‘outside the Absolute’.5° 

Bakunin’s increasing extremism began to manifest itself in his black-and- 
white division of things into good and evil. ‘Either everything is sacred’, he 
instructed the Beyer sisters in August 1836, ‘or everything is a wretched farce’ 
and ‘putrefaction. Between those poles there is no middle...” There could be no 
‘golden mean’ of the type pursued by ordinary people, only passive retreat or 
pitiless struggle. From this, it was only a short step to his telling these trusted 
co-founders of his ‘holy commune’ — when the time came to raise and trans- 
form it into the militant ‘Kingdom of the Holy Spirit’ — that they must show 
‘no mercy’ to its heartless enemies. ‘Our union’, he was to remind them, ‘was 
founded on the ruins, on the utter destruction of the laws of the world.’5! 

Only two of Michael’s brothers escaped his influence. Nineteen-year-old 
Nicholas was at the Artillery School in St Petersburg and Ilya, 18, was with an 
Army regiment elsewhere. But three others — Paul (16), Alexander (15) and 
Alexis (13) — were at home that summer. Though their father had specifically 
beseeched Michael to refrain from leading at least his younger children astray, 
Michael could hardly wait to draw them into the Fichtean orbit and make them 
full members of his commune. The opportunity came in August, when he 
escorted the three of them to Tver for the start of the school year, and stayed 
with them for a fortnight. Impressing upon their young minds his version of 
Fichte’s theory of the ‘God in man’, of man being what he ‘wills’ to be, he 
taught them the virtues of the ‘inner life’ as a shield against the trivial and 
boring impositions — such as school — of the external one. 
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Taking his exhortations about man’s ‘absolute freedom’ and his high destiny 
seriously, the three youngsters were soon to take theirs into their hands and to 
run away from school, a result (in this case unintended) proving perhaps better 
than anything else the spirit of revolt inherent already at this stage in his reli- 
gious rhetoric. 

During his short absence from Premukhino, his sisters joined in an epistolary 
chorus to sing his praises. Tatyana’s heart overflowed with a ‘flaming love for 
this God you are teaching us to know, for you, for all my friends, for all creatures 
striving towards the same goal as ourselves.’ With Alexander, in the name of the 
three boys in Tver, writing home that he had raised them ‘high above our former 
state’ and had become ‘indispensable’ to them too, Michael returned to Pre- 
mukhino in an exhilarated mood. Uplifted by the ‘identity of our eternal aims’, 
he rejoiced at the new ‘divine harmony’ he had — now that his father hardly 
dared, or no longer cared, to interfere in his affairs — found ‘in my own family’. 

Crowning that glorious summer, Vissarion Belinsky arrived shortly after- 
wards. It was the end of August, and the extended visit of this consumptive 
young critic — who by virtue of his tremendous and lasting literary influence 
would in time come to be regarded as Russia’s greatest historian of ideas — Pre- 
mukhino assumed an importance which would lead, in the 2oth century, to its 
comparison to Madame de Staél’s home at Coppet. Belinsky, Stankevich, 
Botkin, the poet Klinshaikov, and later Turgenev were only some of the intellec- 
tuals who at one time or another during the 1830s and ‘40s came to the patrician 
Bakunin retreat. There they would be treated by Michael and his sisters to 
philosophical and Romantic discussions. There too some of them were intro- 
duced to the ideas of Fichte, and later Hegel, as well as to the writings of Bettina 
Brentano von Arnim. 

Not many months before Belinsky’s visit, von Arnim had created a great stir 
in Germany by publishing Goethe’s Correspondence with a Child, three volumes 
based (with some embellishments) on her own girlishly effusive letters to the 
Olympian of Weimar. A friend of the Prussian Crown Prince, she was one of 
the first to grasp and draw attention to the plight of the poor, and to dare to 
challenge the Prince when he began his absolute rule. Her famous salon in 
Berlin’s Unter den Linden was to become the last refuge of liberalism in the 
reactionary Berlin of the 1840s. In spite of her flowery style, she is today ranked 
by some among the great emancipated women of her time — along with George 
Sand, Marie d’Agoult and George Eliot — and by others as one of the three 
people, next to Heine and Nietzsche, who embodied ‘the spirit of freedom [in 
Germany] in the nineteenth century.’>? 

In Paris, in 1836, Heine was surprised, in conversation with George Sand 
about Bettina, to learn that neither she nor other educated French people had 
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ever heard of her. At Premukhino, however, about that time Michael was trans- 
lating Goethe’s Correspondence with a Child as a labour of love. His doing so ‘at 
night in the garden, sitting above the grotto, by the light of a lantern,’ epito- 
mized the magic, romantically surreal — though to its denizens entirely natural — 
atmosphere of that ‘nobleman’s nest’ where, curiously enough, the aristocrati- 
cally carefree young Bakunin developed into the most violent of revolutionaries. 

It was during Belinsky’s summer visit to Premukhino, too, that Bakunin’s ab- 
normal infatuation with Tatyana became manifest — with the result that before 
Belinsky had spent a full month with what Stankevich had described to him as 
‘the ideal’ Bakunin family, he found himself in the centre of one of its periodi- 
cally raging storms. 

Belinsky had arrived in a state of trepidation. He was an ungainly figure worn 
out by overwork and consumption; he was so poor that some of the money for his 
visit had been provided by Stankevich and his circle. As diffident as Stankevich 
himself, but lacking the other’s irresistible charm, Belinsky had heard from him so 
much about this perfect Eden of beauty and cultured leisure that he had anxiously 
wondered how he — a clumsy, poverty-stricken plebeian — would fit into this 
refined ‘new realm’, which at first struck him as breathing ‘harmony and bliss’. 
Like others before and after him, he was entirely and lastingly enchanted by Pre- 
mukhino’s ‘flowering oasis’ of Nature and ‘perfected humanity’. In that country 

retreat ideally suited for living ‘a sublime and transcendent life,’ to which he would 
always dream of retiring to ‘cleanse the dust’ from his own wretched existence, the 
unhappy Belinsky — as he later wrote to Michael ~ found a healing balm that soft- 
ened his soul, ‘its bitterness passed away’. Michael’s sisters elicited Belinsky’s par- 
ticular admiration. The contemplative, philosophically minded young ladies 
struck him not simply as charming paragons of virtue — ‘strangers to all sins of the 
body, free of envy, malice, hatred’ — but as the collective ‘realization of all my con- 
ceptions of woman.’ They were beyond compare — before them even Stankevich, 
the most ‘elevated’ person he knew, was ‘a thousand times less than nothing.’53 

He fell hopelessly in love with Alexandra, the youngest of them. With 
Michael and his sisters soaking him in Fichtean ideas, he experienced a ‘rebirth’ 
and ‘resurrection’, a second ‘christening’. Joining in the enthusiasm of the 
young Bakunins, he wrote an article for The Telescope, extolling Fichte’s ‘ideal 
life’ as being more real and satisfying than the empty, illusory satisfactions and 
‘phantoms’ of real life. 

This article annoyed Michael’s father when it came to his attention. Tatyana, 
on the other hand, greeted it with cries of admiration, which in turn made 
Michael burn with jealousy — especially when she wrote to her younger brothers 
in Tver that Belinsky was the true and best interpreter of the new Fichtean 
‘man-God’, better, by implication, than himself. Vissarion Belinsky, who some- 
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times coughed blood when excited, usually kept his peace in society and spoke 
little. But when provoked in argument, he became ‘Vissariono Furioso’, the 
nickname given him because of his ferocious literary polemics. He had already 
incurred the displeasure of Michael’s father by an aggressive remark at the 
dinner table which had left the conservative head of the ‘ideal’ household with 
the impression that he was a revolutionary hothead. Belinsky’s Fichte article did 
the rest, inadvertently sparking off and bringing down on his head the simmer- 
ing rages of both Bakunins, father and son. 

At the dinner in question, a discussion had developed about the French Rev- 
olution. When Count Bakunin expressed his horror at the many heads chopped 
off by the guillotine during the Terror, Belinsky had been surprised to see 
Michael taking his father’s part. Offended in his sense of history, he not only 
defended the Terror and the executions but, completely forgetting his host’s 
feelings and impervious to the consternation he was causing, declared that 
there were many ‘heads that still await the guillotine.’ 

Count Bakunin, retaining his composure as best he could, spared his guest, 
but when he came upon Lyubov and Tatyana listening starry-eyed to Belinsky 
expounding the ‘transcendent life’ — he was reading his Fichte article to them — 
the old count found it too much to bear. His instinct told him that under the 
guise of studying philosophy Michael and his friends were not only depriving 
him of the ‘moral direction’ of his children, but inciting his daughters to 
nothing less than revolution, and under his own roof. While he took his anger 
out on his son, Michael, for his part, could not stand the sight of his beloved 
Tatyana poring over Belinsky’s article, making a copy of it in her delicate hand 
before he sent it to The Telescope. Worse and more galling, she declared that it 
was an ‘inexpressibly’ moving revelation of ‘the true and holy religion’, of 
which Michael considered himself the chief apostle and head priest. 

Michael’s savage reaction was to snub, embarrass, provoke and humiliate 
Belinsky in every possible way. He made crude jokes about him, alluded to his 
plebeian origin and otherwise did his best to hurt his self-esteem and humble 
him in front of the family and drawing-room guests. As Alexandra showed little 
inclination to return Belinsky’s feelings of love, he was in the depths of despon- 
dency. Yet because of Tatyana’s purely intellectual interest in him, Michael 
chose to scoff at his friend for foolishly imagining that he was a fit object for the 
attentions, let alone the heart, of a Bakunin girl. In spite of his distress, Belinsky 
at first made various allowances for Michael’s sudden change of attitude. But as 
his young host’s rudeness increased, he began to realize that Michael derived a 
sadistic pleasure from taunting and maltreating him. He felt, as he put it after- 
wards, that after stabbing him ‘in the heart’, Michael followed up ‘with a twist of 
the blade, as though you enjoyed my torment.’5+ 
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Belinsky’s stay at Premukhino thus turned into ‘the worst time of my life’. 
To add to his misery, he received the news that The Telescope had been sup- 
pressed, his Moscow room searched, and his papers seized by the police. The 
Tsar’s measures against all those involved in the publication of Chaadayev’s 
‘First Philosophical Letter’ assumed grotesque and shattering proportions. 
Professor Nadezhdin was sent to northern Siberia; Chaadayev himself, after 
being officially declared insane and visited by a doctor for a year, was likewise to 
be exiled for a time; and the venerable Rector of Moscow University, who 
doubled as censor, was summarily dismissed from his post. Although Belinsky 
was to suffer nothing worse than a police interrogation on his return to Mos- 
cow, the closure of the review meant the loss of his meagre and only source of 
income, and threw him back into the bleakest poverty. 

As soon as the affair broke in October 1836, Stankevich and his friends began 
to look for ways of sending Belinsky out of Russia. Waiting for the outcome of 
their unsuccessful attempts, the unhappy man tarried at Premukhino, returning 
to Moscow only at the beginning of November. He was thus privy — this time as 
a bystander — to another emotional tempest that shook the Bakunin household. 

Michael’s three youngest brothers in Tver, enlightened by him about man’s 
‘great destiny’, had found the gymnasium routine there so inexpressibly boring 
by comparison that Alexis threatened to ‘cut his throat’ unless they were 
allowed to leave. They developed a single-minded and fervent wish: to continue 
their schooling in Moscow, under Michael’s supervision. Not daring to 
approach their father themselves, they had, during a short visit to Premukhino 
in October, persuaded Michael and Tatyana to intercede with him on their 
behalf. For once, however, Count Bakunin put his foot down. 

‘Your father would rather die’, Tatyana informed them of his reaction, ‘than 
let you go to Moscow with Michael,’ who had already had ‘such a pernicious 
influence’ on them. For herself, she urged them to be brave and bow to neces- 
sity like ‘truly great men... Do not fall from the heights to which Michael has 
already raised you.’>> 

The three boys, finding that her advice hardly tallied with what Michael had 
previously taught them — namely, that the inner life must be vitalized and 
‘externalized’ by constant ‘action’ — were disconcerted but undaunted. One 
midnight in October, having hired a coach, they tried to make a dash for it, but 
did not get very far because of a disagreement about the fare. Brought back to 
the house of their maternal grandmother, who raised the alarm at Premukhino, 
they remained in a rebellious mood, refused to go back to school, and threat- 
ened that if they were treated ‘like children’ they would run away again. 

At Premukhino, Count Bakunin saw in their attempted flight further evidence’ 
of Michael’s corrupting influence on the minds of his children. To Michael’s 
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great annoyance he charged Varinka’s husband ~ Dyakov, whom Michael kept 
denigrating as a simpleton ~ to deal with the boys, using corporal punishment if 
necessary to bring them to their senses. In Tver the young rebels prepared to 
defend themselves, with knives if need be, but Dyakov, approaching them in a 
friendly and disarming manner, managed to win their confidence; treating them 
as adults, he invited them to spend some time on his estate and kept them there 
until they had calmed down. 

‘I was not in the mood to submit to circumstances,’ Paul, the eldest, reported 
after a while. ‘I had just read in Schiller: “All others must, man is a creature who 
wills...” But I have come to see the necessity of submitting: there are cases in 
which man must!’5® 

At Premukhino, Michael’s discomfiture was complete. The temporary and 
precarious truce with his father had broken down in a ‘host of unpleasantness 
for Michael’, as Tatyana put it. Gone was ‘the divine harmony’ he had experi- 
enced that summer, and with it collapsed the Fichtean philosophy out of which 
its ecstasies had been spun. It had proved illusory and incapable of bringing 
him inner peace and keeping out the intrusions of the external world. 

Having badly misjudged the effect of his Fichtean rhetoric on tender minds, 
he was now forced to admonish his junior brothers to return to their studies; to 
tell them brusquely to stop quoting ‘the rights of man’ to all and sundry, but to 
apologize to their parents and ‘make up with grandmother’. Half-praising their 
‘hunger for life’ and paying lip-service to the ambition ‘to act’ which he had 
himself instilled in them, he was loath openly to recant his teaching, but in a 
quiet, unblushing volte-face now gave them a new moral directive — to the effect 
that every action must have an ‘aim’ consistent ‘with reason and the conditions 
around you,’ i.e., with the external world. Faced with their admired brother’s 
contradictory homilies, the boys were completely confused. For Michael, the 
benevolent and influential ‘father’ of his commune, it was a signal defeat that it 
was not he, but Dyakov — the detested outsider — who in the end made them see 
reason and induced them to make up with the family. 

And much as he enjoyed torturing Belinsky, he was too intelligent not to be 
unhappy about the reasons for his jealousy. Bakunin’s need for sympathy and 
his lack of reticence exceeded even the Romantic proclivity for friends to share, 
bare and mutually dissect their most secret emotions, pains and suffering, and 
before long he was pouring out his heart to the Beyer sisters: ‘I do not know 
what to call my feeling for Tanichka. I only know that it inflamed me with a 
jealousy that tormented my whole soul. It led me to almost total degradation.’ 
He, who had ‘so sublime a mission’ before him, had been overwhelmed by ‘base 
feelings unworthy of me... I became their wretched slave. I lacked the strength 
to rid myself of them... Ah, this was hell with all its terrors,’57 
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In an access of self-punishment, he was presently to reveal to his own sister 
too that there was ‘much that is vile in me, much that is base.’58 By that time, 
April 1837, he was once more in Moscow — having fled Premukhino yet again in 
November, practically on the heels of his friend and victim, Belinsky. While he 
was going through the ‘hell’ made by his tormenting jealousy and his impotence 
in the face of that autumn’s accumulation of crises, Stankevich had beckoned 
from Moscow. Informing Michael that he was about to receive a complete set — 
13 volumes — of Hegel in German, he invited Michael to join him so that they 
might ‘rack’ their brains over them together. From Moscow, still in a state of 
despondency a week before New Year’s Day 1837, he had written to Varinka 
that he meant to ‘remake’ himself completely. His Fichtean ‘inner life’ sud- 
denly appeared to him superficial, and the only salvation left to him was ‘to 
destroy my personal “I”... and to find somewhere that harmony outside of 
oneself that one cannot find within.’59 

In Moscow, Belinsky had been released by the police; but with The Telescope 
closed and his livelihood gone, he was now on the list of suspects and unable to 
find other employment. He tried his hand at various occupations, failed, was 
reduced to living off his friends, and loathed himself for it. Being in desperate 
straits and in a black mood since his humiliation at Premukhino, he sought 
refuge from it all in brothels and in a ruinous bout of dissolution that made 
Stankevich’s circle rally to save his fragile health before it was too late. This 
time it was Bakunin who, borrowing 300 rubles on their behalf, got together the 
necessary funds to send him away for several months’ rest and recuperation in 
the Caucasus. 

From there, in June, Belinsky sent Michael a conciliatory letter. By Novem- 
ber, frankly ‘confessing’ his strange feeling for Tatyana, Michael at last gave 
Belinsky an intimation of the reason why he had maltreated him at Pre- 
mukhino. Belinsky’s reaction went straight to the point: ‘You suspected that 
T.A. [Tatyana Alexandrovna] was in love with me.’ He also delivered a sharp 
verdict: ‘I am not in a position to judge whether your feeling is a natural one. 
Hegel alone might be able to define and analyze it. Whatever it is, your feeling 
frightens me: it seems to me abnormal and monstrous.’ 

Remarkably, they resumed their friendship, being too interested in one 
another to break it off. But henceforth it was punctuated by increasingly violent 
philosophic as well as personal disputes — reflecting their different tempera- 
ments — alternating with ‘ecstatic reconciliations’. Belinsky knew no German 
and depended on Bakunin to introduce him to Hegel. Regarding himself as the 
teacher, Bakunin treated Belinsky with infuriating condescension. Admitting 
that on his part theirs was an intense ‘love-hate’ relationship, Belinsky came to 
see Bakunin as a gifted young man with a ‘devilish capacity for communicating 
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ideas’ and ‘an inexhaustible love of God’, but accused him of placing ‘ideas 
higher than man... higher than his immediate being’, and of sacrificing people 
like an ‘all-gestating and all-devouring Brahma’ toying with his victims.” 

Belinsky was also one of the first to see through Michael’s motives in con- 
stantly conjuring up and lamenting to his sisters the ‘loathsomeness’ of mar- 
riage and physical love. Himself continuing to yearn for Alexandra, Belinsky 
was all the more enraged by the way this cold-hearted and ‘abstract hero’ ter- 
rorized them and prevented them from living normal lives. At the same time, 
with so much unaffected self-revelation and intense philosophic as well as emo- 
tional analysis passing between various members of this circle, it was inevitable 
that Michael Bakunin’s unusual ‘feeling’ for Tatyana did not remain a secret for 
long. His avoidance of any amorous involvement, his monkish abstinence and 
horrified reaction to any young man’s talk about the pleasures of sex, were all 
too conspicuous not to be noticed and cause gossip. 

Ata later date, Bakunin was to suffer an intense humiliation in this most vul- 
nerable point of his manhood, and Belinsky would derive no mean satisfaction 
from the spectacle of Bakunin’s disgrace. 
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The Engels textile factory in Germany, whose profits once helped to kecp Karl Marx 
in funds, is closing down because of financial difficulties. The last owner, a third- 
generation nephew of Friedrich Engels — who financed the writing of DAS KAPITAL 
by Karl Marx — has been forced to sell out after incurring heavy losses in recent 
years. Situated at Engelskirchen, the factory may be torn down. 

(News item, February 1979) 
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Young Engels among the Pietists of the Wupper Vailey 


One day in 1835, when Friedrich Engels was not yet 15, his father came across 
a ‘dirty book’ which the boy had been reading. Young Engels had actually 
obtained the book, which dealt with the adventures of some 13th-century 
knights-in-armour, at the lending library in Barmen, the posh part of the twin 
towns of Barmen-Elberfeld, which faced each other across the Wupper river. It 
may have been no more or less blood-curdling than the popular English ‘penny- 
dreadfuls’ or the gangster stories of a later age. Engels’s father, however, was 
flabbergasted by the nonchalant ‘unconcern with which he leaves such books 
lying about in his escritoires’ and so shocked that he reported the find in a letter 
to his wife while she was at the bedside of her dying father in another town. 

‘In spite of previous severe punishments’, he complained in his letter, ‘even 
fear of chastisement’ appeared to have lost its deterrent effect and no longer 
served ‘to make him learn absolute obedience... May God preserve his soul, I 
often get anxious for the otherwise excellent boy...”! 

At 39, Friedrich Engels, Sr (father and son bore the same Christian name) 
was one of the captains of the flourishing textile industry in the Wupper Valley, 
which already in Napoleon’s time had earned the Grand Duchy of Berg the by- 
name of a ‘miniature England’. Now, due to the new cotton-spinning machines, 
Barmen-Elberfeld was on its way to becoming known as ‘the German Man- 
chester’. Engels was the father of 9 children — of whom young Friedrich was 
the eldest — and otherwise a strict Calvinist and disciplinarian. He permitted 
few books and none but some edifying ‘Christian’ novels in his house. Unlike 
Heine’s rationalist mother, who had feared the effect of Romantic fantasies and 
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Gothic tales on her boy’s impressionable mind, Engels regarded alli worldly lit- 
erature as sinful. 

In 1835 he was a partner with two brothers in the firm of Caspar Engels & 
Sons, which manufactured cotton yarn and silk thread. The family had been in 
this business for generations, ever since a humble Engels ancestor — peddling 
ribbons and yarn in a ‘wicker basket on his back’ for years — had saved every 
Thaler and Pfennig in order to found bleachworks and a small lace-and-ribbon 
factory in Barmen back in 1770 or thereabouts. 

This had grown through the family’s industry from father to son, but by 
1835 Caspar Engels & Sons had been in trouble for some time due to differ- 
ences between the three temperamentally incompatible brothers about its 
management. In due course they resolved to settle their disagreements once 
and for all. The future ownership of the firm was to be decided by lot. 
Friedrich Engels lost the draw, but was to prove that he was the most dynamic 
of the brothers. Within two years, with the money he obtained for his share in 
the family business, he went into partnership with the British cotton manu- 
facturers Godfrey and Peter Ermen and founded the Ermen & Engels firm in 
Manchester, which owned the Victoria Mill near Pendleton. This partnership 
thrived and within another 4 years (1841) Engels would be able to pump 
money back into Germany and to establish another mill in his native Barmen, 
and yet a third in Engelskirchen, the one that was to survive until late into the 
2oth century. 

In business he was progressive, believing in modernization and importing 
some of the first English spinning machines into Germany. In all other things, 
he was a diehard conservative and staunch believer in the merits of a frugal life 
and industrious work — not for the sake of enjoying their fruits, but as part of 
Puritan virtues, the Calvinist doctrine of predestination leaving men little hope 
of achieving ‘particular election’ and a state of grace other than by zealous 
work, preseverance and ascetic religiosity. The strictest, so-called Pietist brand 
of Calvinism and its sombre life-style had long since gone out of fashion almost 
everywhere in Germany. But not in the Wupper Valley, where life was more 
austere and the Pietist view of man’s condition and fear of the hereafter contin- 
ued to exercise the hearts and minds of most of the population. 

Recently, the pastor of Elberfeld, FW. Krummacher — later to become court 
preacher to the King of Prussia — had created nothing less than a revivalist 
atmosphere throughout the Valley. Other evangelists in the Barmen-Elberfeld 
area vied in fervour with Krummacher, but none stirred so much discussion as 
this fanatical and famous pastor whose sermons Goethe found to have a ‘narco- 
tic effect’ and who whipped congregations into paroxysms of fear with graphi- 
cally constructed visions of the horrors of hell in store for sinners. 
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When abroad, Engels even went to the theatre. At home, however, he was a 
strict Sabbatarian, a pillar of the community and the church. Pietist Elberfeld 
had long resisted the opening of a local theatre — as had cosmopolitan Bremen 
with its ocean-going traffic, another Pietist stronghold. Life in the Engels home 
in the 1830s was less abstemious than that preached by the thundering Pastor 
Krummacher, who forbade even so-called ‘Christian’ novels and prophesied 
fire and brimstone for those indulging in such frivolous activities as music, 
dancing, etc. Engels allowed chamber music at home and played the cello 
himself, but as an employer he could not but agree with Krummacher’s con- 
demnation of any leisure, pleasure or artistic pursuit as a form of idleness, and 
therefore sinful. A self-satisfied bigot, he kept expanding his wealth with a zeal 
and vigour reinforced by his religious belief that everyone had his predestined 
place in life. 

His wife, Elisabeth, was the daughter of a rather eccentric school principal in 
the town of Hamm, Bernhard van Haar, who was the author of a pamphlet advo- 
cating the destruction of all machines, except for a few specimens to be preserved 
as museum exhibits. He, too, was a Pietist. But Frau Engels had spent some of 
her girlhood years in Berlin and was less of a fundamentalist than her husband. 

When he informed her in August 1835 of the ‘dirty’ romance of chivalry 
which their eldest son had left in a bureau drawer, he was bothered by more 
than just the nature of the boy’s reading. ‘Friedrich is such a peculiar, volatile 
boy,’ he wrote. ‘May dear God take him under His protection, lest his soul be 
spoilt. So far he has shown a disturbing thoughtlessness and lack of character, 
for all his otherwise fine qualities...” And Engels suggested to his wife that a 
secluded way of life was best for him, as it might help him to develop some 
independence. 

Young Engels had in fact been placed as a boarder with a high school teacher 
in Elberfeld, as much to save him the walk to and from the Municipal Gymna- 
sium as in the hope that living under the watchful eye and beneficial influence 
of Dr Hantschke — ‘Royal Professor’, Latin scholar, author of religious writ- 
ings, and the school’s acting headmaster — would finally instil in him the sense 
of discipline and ‘absolute obedience’ which his righteous father had failed to 
achieve by his own means of correction and ‘severe punishment’. 

‘Money must be no consideration where the welfare of our child is con- 
cerned,” he wrote to his wife in this connection. Young Engels was a highly 
intelligent boy. History and literature were his favourite subjects, and he had an 
unusual talent for languages. He wrote verses, and wanted to become a poet and 
writer. For a profession, though, he meant to study law. But his father decreed 
otherwise. He did not let the boy finish even high school; in 1837 he took him 
out of the Gymnasium a year before he was to take his final examination. 
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Higher education was expensive in those days — there was a separate fee for 
each university lecture — and Heine, Marx, Bakunin, who were large spenders 
besides, constantly had to wangle and struggle for money during their student 
days. For reasons known only to himself, though Engels could certainly afford 
to send his son to the best university, he put him to work in his office before he 
was 17. It is just possible that he regarded all further study as a waste of time 
and a college education as positively harmful. 

Thus young Engels at 17 met and mixed with the town’s mill-owners and 
clerks. Two years later, in a series of articles titled Letter from the Wupper Valley 
and published under a pseudonym in the Hamburg Telegraph, he was to give a 
damning picture of their world and their values: 


In Elberfeld and Barmen, a person is considered to be educated if he 
plays whist and billiards, talks a little about politics and has the knack 
of paying the right compliments... Immersed all day long in their 
figures and office accounts, they work with a furious zeal and an 
interest that has to be seen to be believed. 


Struck by the way everyone, young and old, clerks and mill-owners, went about 
their soul-killing drudgery, he observed that ‘these people lead an awful life, yet 
they are quite content with it... In the evening they all troop to their clubs to 
smoke, play cards and talk politics. At the stroke of nine they all go home. Every 
day is the same as any other... And woe to anyone who would dare interfere with 
their ways — he would be irreparably disgraced with all the leading families.” 
Their conversation, which was mostly about horses, dogs, girls and business, 
bored him to death. The self-satisfied mill-owners, he noted, were out to stamp 
their sons into their own likeness: ‘The fathers gallantly train the young people, 
and the latter are only too ready and willing to become their spit’n image.’ 

It is tempting to imagine Engels as a rebel at 17 during the year he spent 
working in his father’s counting-house, before he was to leave for further com- 
mercial training in Bremen. Eight years later, by which time he had become a 
‘Communist’, he was to characterize his father as ‘my fanatical and despotic old 
man’. There would be bitter and protracted rows between father and son over 
the latter’s atheism, his refusal to continue in the family business, and other dis- 
agreements, and Engels would accuse his father of subjecting him to ‘a wild 
Christian hunt for my “soul”.’4 But of his boyhood years little is known, except 
that he grew up comfortably in a large house surrounded by trees and flowers in 
well-to-do Barmen. 

Barmen-Elberfeld had a combined population of some 40,000, about equally 
divided between the two towns. Engels was to describe Barmen before the end 
of the 1830s as having a good road as well as ‘tastefully modern’ red-roofed 
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stone houses rising spaciously between gardens and green bleacheries, woods 
and meadows. The Engels house was prominent not far from several weavers’ 
cottages where looms clattered late into the night. The household teemed with 
the noise of Engels’s 8 younger siblings — Hermann, Maria, Anna, Emile, Hed- 
wig, Rudolf, Wilhelm and Elise — who in 1837 ranged in age from 3 to 15. With 
the master of the house and young Friedrich away at the counting house all day, 
Frau Engels, when unable to control the pandemonium, would put on a night- 
cap, pince-nez and her husband’s ‘fur-lined housecoat’, and with the whole 
brood changing costumes, would play masquerades with them. About the 
courtyard geese fluttered and sometimes there was a flurry of domestics about a 
pig being slaughtered. Barmen’s church was ‘the most beautiful edifice in the 
[Wupper] Valley.’> 

Elberfeld, on the opposite bank of the river, was a study in contrasts, a dreary 
industrial slum with smoking chimneys and unpaved or poorly cobbled streets. 
The tower of its disused, dilapilated old Catholic church served as a prison for 
delinquents, and its half-finished town hall fronted a narrow, ugly alley. There, 
on the gloomy streets, loiterers mixed with millworkers and artisans moving 
about ‘in long smocks, with a stooping gait’ and a downcast air, ‘their hair parted 
in the middle in Pietist fashion’ and their minds filled with the visions of hell to 
which Pastor Krummacher, ‘stomping about the pulpit so that the windows clat- 
tered and young girls and old women burst into tears’, regularly treated them. 

Every night, parties of drunken journeymen trooped about Elberfeld singing 
bawdy songs. Taverns and pubs were filled to over-crowding, and on Sunday 
night many slept off their intoxication in ditches, or, if they had neither homes 
nor employment, ‘in haylofts, stables, or on dungheaps...’ 

Engels was 19 when, contrasting peaceful Barmen with wretched Elberfeld 
in his articles in the Telegraph fir Deutschland, to give it its full name, he poured 
scorn and condemnation on the mill-owners for sanctimoniously tolerating, if 
not creating, the inhuman condition of their workers. Both sides of the detailed 
picture he gave were obviously drawn from observations made while he was still 
at home and working in the factory office. 

He was a hot-headed youngster, lanky, blue-eyed, with brownish hair. If he 
engaged in early disputes with his father before he left for Bremen, it is unlikely 
that they concerned the obscurantism preached by the fiery Pastor Krum- 
macher. He had been confirmed in the Evangelical church of Lower Barmen, 
and he was still deeply religious. He had been strictly educated in ‘the Wupper- 
tal faith’, and at 17 he actually composed a special prayer in verse to Jesus. 
Shortly afterwards, however, he began to be nagged by doubts and suffered a 
religious crisis which, 5 months after his 18th birthday, would lead him to write 
to Friedrich Graeber, a friend and former schoolmate: ‘If at 18 one has read 
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Strauss, the rationalists and the Kirchenzeitung one must either stop thinking 
for oneself or one must begin to doubt one’s Wuppertal faith.’ How, he won- 
dered, could one reconcile the two different genealogies of Joseph, the husband 
of Mary, appearing in the Gospels of Matthew 1:1-17 and Luke 3:23-38. And 
how, he asked, could one ‘make the different statements at the Last Supper (this 
is my blood, this is the new testament in my blood) or about the lunatics (the 
one says the devil merely departed out of him, and the other that he entered 
into the swine), rhyme with one another, or the fact that the mother of Jesus 
went in search of her son, thinking him mad, although she had received him by 
immaculate conception... Christ’s own words, ipsissima verba, which the ortho- 
dox keep bragging about, differ in each of the Gospels.”® 

But while shedding Pietism, he continued to ‘love God with all my heart’ and 
confessed his heart-searchings to the same Graeber: ‘I am praying daily, nay 
almost the whole day long, that I will discover the truth. I have done so ever 
since my doubts began... My eyes are wet with tears as I write this... I feel I shall 
find my way to God.” 

Although soon enough, in Edmund Wilson’s phrase, young Engels was ‘to 
find his lost God in the Absolute idea of Hegel’, it was to take a while before he 
attacked Krummacher for turning simple Calvinism into a mystic evangelism 
rivalling ‘Papism and the Inquisition for sheer intolerance’. During his religious 
crisis he could count on no support or guidance from his unbending father, and 
it was only when he was 20 ~ and had been living on his own in Bremen for two 
years — that he was to ridicule Krummacher as ‘the Pope of the Wuppertal 
Calvinists and the St Michael of the doctrine of predestination’, in an article 
titled ‘Rationalism and Pietism’ in Stuttgart’s Morgenblait fiir gebildete Stände 
(‘Morning Paper for the Educated Classes’). 

Before going public, however, he was excoriating predestination in his letters 
to Graeber: ‘What does Krummacher actually say? Many are called but few are 
chosen, and the rest all suffer damnation. For ever? Yes, he says, for ever and 
ever into eternity. Even among the Christians’, not to mention ‘all the heathen 
peoples who merely exist in order to feed the fires of hell...’9 

Any such irreverent remarks made at home would of course have struck his 
father as intolerable blasphemy. Engels professed a sincere belief in orthodox 
Pietism, whose rigorous and righteous virtues — hard work, frugality, accep- 
tance of one’s station in life — happened to be not unfavourable to his business 
interests. Krummacher was to him an inspired preacher whose evangelizing 
sermons helped to stem the tide of godlessness threatening to invade the indus- 
trial Valley from the non-Pietist Rhineland, and to upset its traditional values. 

Rather, any arguments between father and son before young Friedrich left for 
Bremen in 1838 are likely to have arisen from his shock at the scenes he witnessed 
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during his year at the factory office in Elberfeld. In the pseudonymous ‘Letters 
from the Wupper Valley’ — signed S. Oswald and published in the Telegraph 
(whose editor was Karl Gutzkow, of the ‘Young Germany’) — he was to conjure 
up the misery and demoralization of the Wuppertal mill hands and home 
weavers, the child labour, the street fights and the alcoholism, and to write among 
other things: ‘Working in low [factory] rooms, where they breathe more coal 
smoke and dust than oxygen, for the most part since the age of six, has drained 
the people of all energy and joy.’ And what was left for the home ‘weavers who sit 
bent over their looms from morning to night with the hot stove scorching their 
spines? Either they become a prey to the existing repulsive form of evangelism, 
or they fall for the brandy bottle.’ When the two combined, the effect was stupe- 
fying: 


In Pietist smithies and bootmakers’ shops, the master sits with a 
Bible on his right and most often with a bottle on his left. Hardly any 
work is being done, the master nearly always reading Bible verses in 
between gulps of brandy. Every now and then he breaks into a reli- 
gious hymn to the accompaniment of his choir of apprentices...'° 


Engels’s father might have replied that he was not to blame for the Prussians 
swamping the Rhineland with cheap brandy, nor for some worthless fellows 
taking the Lord’s name in vain and wallowing in sloth and intoxication. He 
might have pointed out that the weavers’ cottages that stood not far from the 
Engels house in Barmen had been built by the boy’s great-grandfather, Johann 
Caspar, when he had opened the first Engels lace factory. There had been 
greater misery in the Valley in those days, and only vagrant workers floating 
from job to job and place to place. Old Johann Caspar had built homes with 
gardens for them, subtracting the cost from their wages. The sluggards had 
moved on, the industrious ones had settled down and become the first perma- 
nent labour force in the area. Johann Caspar had done his bit to advance the 
world in a Christian way, through hard work. He had helped to build a flourish- 
ing industry where there was none, and he, Friedrich Engels Sr, was helping to 
modernize it. No lazy drunks were going to stop him or the expansion of trade 
going on all over the world. 

For further grooming as a merchant-manufacturer, Engels’s father had 
arranged for him to work in Heinrich Leupold’s Exportfirma in Bremen. Herr 
Leupold, who was a business friend of his, traded in sugar, exported thousands 
of bales of linen to America, imported coffee from Haiti, and so forth. He also 
acted as Consul for the King of Saxony, and was one of Bremen’s notables. As 
Bremen was one of the Hanseatic ports, with huge ships loading and unloading 
goods to and from all the continents, it was thought that Engels was sure to find 
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life there interesting. He would see how the world of trade functioned and learn 
everything about marketing, supply and demand, the activities of the Stock 
Exchange and international commerce. 

To make sure, however, that young Friedrich would not stray from the right 
path in the big city with its port, bars, sailors, bordellos and foreign influences — 
to cure him, so to speak, of any idea of experimenting with its sinful tempta- 
tions — his father had arranged for him to lodge with a curate. Pastor Treviranus 
of the Pietist St Martin’s church, of which Herr Leupold happened to be a 
warden, had agreed to take him in as a boarder and would hopefully keep him 
out of harm’s way. 

From his father’s reference to the son’s disobedience at 15 in spite of ‘severe 
punishment’, and from their documented later quarrels, a strong case might be 
made out for Engels’s having been an early rebel. But there is no direct evidence 
of this, and while he may have wrangled with his parents over various subjects 
before he left for Bremen, he was later to prove so clever a tactician that he may 
have kept things to himself and avoided fruitless confrontations. 

The merely ‘volatile boy’ whose lack of independence worried his elders 
was, however, an extremely bright and alert youth. And when he later verbal- 
ized the observations he had stored in his mind, he was to charge the Barmen 
mill owners, including his father, with ruining something even more important 
than the environment: ‘The very quality of life in this part of the Rhineland, 
which was once jolly with wine and song’, he was to write, ‘has been destroyed.’ 
And his vivid description of pollution, mindless mysticism, alcoholism, street 
brawls, knifing and general misery and dejection added up to a comprehensive 
and remarkable picture of the ravages wrought by the indiscriminate pace of 
the industrial revolution not only upon the physical environment and material 
condition of a population, but upon its very spirit. 

Outwardly submitting to paternal authority, Engels dutifully began work as a 
junior clerk in Leupold’s Exportfirma, copying letters, sorting and packing 
goods, addressing crates and running errands. He was a good mixer, and with 
his quick grasp of things and enterprising personality he moved about swiftly 
and easily in Bremen’s financial and shipping world, studied it carefully at its 
vortex, but managed to pursue and considerably widen his own interests at the 
same time. In Bremen, reading books and newspapers forbidden or unavailable 
at home, Engels managed by the age of 20 not only to write poetry, compose 
music and pick up several languages, but to accumulate the rudiments of infor- 
mation that were to make him an all-purpose, if sometimes superficial, ‘expert’ 
on an extraordinary range of subjects — economics and military strategy, bio- 
logy and politics, history ancient and modern, philosophy, even physics — with 
results totally unforeseen by his father. 
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He was ‘volatile’ rather in the sense of being versatile than changeable or 
easy to persuade. If he needed a steadying influence — as his father feared he did 
and mistakenly sought to give him in the person of headmasters and parsons 
providing board-and-tutelage — he was to find it before he was 24 in Kar] Marx. 

Yet it was to take Engels years to escape from Barmen-Elberfeld and the 
hated family business. In Bremen, beginning to go his own way while ostensibly 
abiding by the ‘old man’s’ designs for him, Engels became increasingly cynical 
and flippant, and early developed a knack, as well as the technique, of moving 
adroitly in two distinct worlds and making the best of both —a faculty he was to 
carry to the perfection of an art in later life. While becoming a ‘bourgeois man- 
ufacturer’ outwardly carrying on the ‘filthy trade’ of three Engels generations 
before him, he was to exact a terrible revenge on his father and all he stood for. 
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“I, too, like (St) John in his time, have been called upon to bear witness of the Light. 
I am not that Light, but only its herald.’ 
Moses Hess, Diary, 7 January 1836. 


‘I am more of an apostle than a philosopher...’ 


Letter to Alexander Herzen, 1850. 
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Moses Hess and ‘The New Philosophy’ 


In Cologne, on 16 September 1836, a young man confided in his diary with 
underlining that from the time when he was 11 and into his ‘fifteenth or six- 
teenth year’ he had masturbated almost every day. The young man was Moses 
Hess. The diary he kept, as far as is known, off and on for only a little over two 
years, has never been published in its entirety. He was nearly 25 when, recalling 
the early physical and mental stress which by 16 or so had nearly reduced him 
to a wreck, he wrote the entry which 130 years later would remind the author of 
his first biography of Rousseau’s Confessions. 

When he was a little over 19, Moses Hess had written to a friend of his — one 
M. Levy, of whom little but the name is known — that some three years or so 
earlier, after he had ‘read and studied an unconscionable lot’, he had gone 
through a ‘gigantic inner revolution’, a raging adolescent turmoil lasting 
perhaps two years. ‘I could have become its victim. It was a stiff struggle. 
Always new dangers, new resources. At long last — freedom won.” 

It was only in his 1836 diary that he amplified this in a somewhat florid 
period style: 


I doubt that anyone ever knew a harder inner struggle than I... The 
flowering of my body was actually over when my soul began to 
blossom. If that can be called flowering of the body which otherwise 
goes by the name of physical debauch. I can hardly grasp even now 
how anyone who indulged in such excesses at so tender an age as I 
did managed to stay so healthy in body and mind, though both — 
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body and mind — were, to be sure, much weakened. It is perhaps 
remarkable that as soon as my spiritual crisis began, my physical one 
ceased. At the time I am speaking of I was as chaste as Joseph. I had, 
in fact, not one obscene fantasy left, certainly a rare phenomenon ina 
youngster who from his eleventh into his fifteenth or sixteenth year 
kept masturbating almost every day! But enough, now: when I began 
to study, I stopped being unclean. My chief problem, of course, was 
religion, from which I later moved on to the principles of ethics...3 


It was not without great agony, Hess went on, that he saw his Jewish religion 


collapse before his eyes. 


Nothing remained. I was the most miserable person in the world. I 
became an atheist. The world became a burden and a curse to me... I 
could not stand the situation. I worked without rest to rediscover my 
God... I had to have a God — and I did find him, after a long search, 
after a terrible fight — in my own heart. This heart, with its love and 
kindness, inspired the world with an ethical order, created unity 
within diversity. I did not possess a personal God any more, but I had 


a moral world order. 


Born in 1812, Moses Hess was 6 years older than Karl Marx. The religious cri- 
sis which kept him in the throes of a ‘terrible’ struggle in his late teens reached 
its culmination around 1829, although he describes it in 1836. In 1837 Marx 
was going through a similar or worse inner crisis in search of ‘new gods’ at the 
age of 18 and falling ill from stress. But Marx at that age was wrestling with 
Hegel’s philosophy; it was philosophy that led Marx to atheism. Moses Hess, in 
the retrospective of his struggle, writes in his diary that at the time he did ‘not 
yet know any German philosophy — nor did I know any philosophy at all.’ He 
had in fact received hardly any secular education. 

Hess was almost 9 years older than Engels, and his religious crisis preceded 
the latter’s by the same number of years. Whereas young Engels could not stand 
his Pietist father’s bigotry and the oppressive, ultra-Calvinist atmosphere in 
Barmen-Elberfeld, Hess rebelled early against an overdose of Talmud and the 
strict Jewish orthodoxy of his father. 

The idea of a moral world order, of reason and a moral principle ultimately 
governing history and world events in spite of all man-made conflicts and evils 
—an idea conceived early on by Hess and to guide his attitude to the social and 
political issues of his day and their solution — was to earn him a special place in 
the gallery of strong egos represented by such ruthless and doctrinaire ‘doctors 
of revolution’ as Marx, Engels and Bakunin, or even Lassalle. 
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To become the first Communist in Germany, Hess was to convert young 
Engels to his social vision. He was to exert a strong influence on Marx, who —as 
has only recently been recognized — took more than one of his ideas from him. 
By the time he died Hess would also be acknowledged as ‘the father of German 
Social Democracy’,+ and posthumously as the prophet of a third Jewish Com- 
monwealth before the term Zionism had even been coined, let alone made its 
political appearance on the world stage. Less aggressive and morally more sen- 
sitive than either Marx or Engels, Moses Hess was to have the unique distinc- 
tion of standing in one lifetime at the cradle of the three most successful 
1gth-century redemptionist creeds whose separate triumphs and mutual 
clashes were to lead to the ideology-ridden world of the zoth — even though 
Marx and Engels, in the 1848 Communist Manifesto, for reasons of their own, 
dismissed his pioneering role. Later, they privately heaped invective on Hess, 
deriding him as a woolly-headed ‘enthusiast and a fantast’. But while Marx and 
Engels themselves continued to have a healthy respect for him and refrained 
from further attacks on him in public, they set the tone for Hess’s stature and 
significance to be minimized or obliterated in most Marxist literature. 

Unlike Marx, Hess — in the words of Isaiah Berlin — believed that ‘social 
equality was desirable because it was just, not because it was inevitable.’ Speak- 
ing at Cambridge in 1959, after more than a century of intense depreciation of 
Hess during his lifetime and after, Berlin called him ‘an exceptionally penetrat- 
ing and independent thinker who understood and formulated the problems 
with which he was dealing more clearly than the majority of his critics.’ 
Observing that the rival diagnoses of ‘the more celebrated founders of “scien- 
tific” Socialism... have stood up badly to the test of time,” he stressed that the 
questions raised by Hess were not only ‘exceedingly live issues today’, but had, 
if anything, become ‘more critical than they were in his own lifetime.’> 

Thirty years after Berlin spoke, the turn of events in the USSR was to 
provide an illustration of Hess’s foresight on just one of these ‘live issues’. Hess 
was the only one of the rgth-century Socialist prophets who fully and openly 
supported the struggle for independence of Europe’s small nations. Realisti- 
cally assessing a phenomenon which Marx missed, he realized that the tide of 
nationalism which increasingly swept Europe throughout that century was part 
of an historic process and represented a force that would contend with Social- 
ism for the hearts and minds of men. 

Edmund Silberner, in his 1966 biography of Hess, including sections of his 
diary and other new material, saved him from the long oblivion to which not 
only Marx and Engels, but Kautsky — by the suppression of his works — had long 
condemned him. In 1926 Georg Lukacs, a zoth-century Marxist trend-setter, 
presented Hess as an ‘honest revolutionary’ who had come closer than anyone to 
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Marx’s concept of materialist dialectic, only ‘tragically’ to fail to master it in the 
end. Forty years later Silberner pointed out that this was irrelevant, as Hess 
never wanted to be a dialectician. Having assembled the complete ‘Hess file’, he 
concluded that this ‘dreamer’ derided as an utopian had ‘in some respects 
proved a greater realist’ than the ‘practical’ Marxists. 

Finally, by 1985 S. Avineri, no mean authority on Marx, put the shoe on the 
other foot. On the question of nationalism, he wrote, ‘traditional Marxism 
committed one of its most tragic mistakes in misreading the hieroglyph of 
history.’ Marx, he suggested, had ignored the stirrings of nationalism because 
they did not fit the neat architectonic categories of the great system he was 
building. Hess, not having a system to defend, had been ‘more attuned to the 
Zeitgeist of the nineteenth and twentieth century.” 


Karl Marx was ‘Fortune’s child’ and spoilt by his parents in Trier. Engels came 
from the security of one of the wealthiest new manufacturers’ homes in 
Barmen-Elberfeld. Moses Hess, born at no great distance from either of them 
in Bonn on the Rhine, grew up as a deprived child in that city’s former ghetto. 
He came, however, from a well-known family. His great-grandfather, David 
Tebli Hess, had been chief rabbi of the town of Mannheim. In 1762, when 
Engels’s great-grandfather Johann Caspar was still peddling yarn and ribbons, 
Hess’s great-grandfather was adjudicating divorce cases brought before him 
from the Principality of Cleve. Little is known of Hess’s grandfather, Nathan, 
except that he had moved to Bonn, where he established a grocery and general 
store. Hess was later to portray the piety, scholarliness and loving kindness of 
this grandfather in glowing, possibly embellished terms: ‘He was one of those 
sages or scribes who, without making a métier of it, had the title and knowledge 
of a rabbi’ and spent his time after the affairs of the day ‘studying the Talmud 
and its many commentaries till late after midnight.’ 

Born in Bonn in 1790, David Hess, Moses’s father, was 4 when the gates of 
its old ghetto were smashed with axes upon the entry of French troops. He later 
moved with his wife Helena to Cologne. In that city, which for more than 300 
years before its occupation by the French had admitted no Jews at all within its 
gates, David Hess opened a store, worked hard and made good. Within two 
decades, he was to become a partner of the Hess & Horst sugar refinery, and 
later its sole owner. The refinery was to survive until close to the 2oth century. 

Moses Hess was 4 or 5 years old when his parents departed for Cologne in 
1816 or early 1817. Only 30 or so Jewish families had by then come to live in 
Cologne, too few to establish a school of their own, and under the discrimina- 
tory restrictions reimposed by Prussia in the annexed Rhineland, the child 
Moses would have had to be baptized before being admitted to one of Cologne’s 
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elementary Volksschulen. Confronted by the same dilemma which Karl Marx’s 
father in Trier solved by baptizing first himself and then his children, the 
parents of little Moses left the boy with his grandfather in Bonn, which had a 
traditional Talmud school. 

Thus Moses Hess grew up without his parents. His mother sometimes came 
to visit him in Bonn, but at the end of November 1825, shortly before his 14th 
birthday, she died of pneumonia at the age of 38. It was only some time later, 
when the boy was nearer 15, that his father arranged for him to join him in 
Cologne. 

In one of his moving, if slender accounts of his childhood, Moses Hess — in 
Rome and Jerusalem, published in 1862, when he was 50 — wrote that ‘until 
recently’ his mother appeared to him in dreams almost every night. Of her phys- 
ical presence he recalled chiefly something she had said to him at bedtime one 
night, during one of her visits to Bonn. Mentioning that one of her remote (and 
to date unidentified) ancestors had been a great rabbinical scholar, she had told 
him that he was lucky to live with his learned grandfather. For, she quoted, ‘It is 
said that where grandfather and grandson study the Torah together, there God’s 
teaching lives forever.’ Hess added that his mother’s words ‘must have made a 
deep impression on me. For I remember them to this day, although I have never 
again come across this legend [szc!] about grandfathers and grandsons.’ 

A couple of pages later Hess corrected himself and inserted a note to the 
effect that his mother’s words were not a ‘legend’ but a saying inspired by the 
Bible verse ‘a threefold cord is not quickly broken.’ (Ecclesiastes, 4:12.) 

Unaware that his /apsus would one day be held against him, Hess in Rome 
and Jerusalem lovingly conjured up the figure of his studious and saintly, ‘snow- 
white-bearded’ grandfather, who looked after him benevolently, along with the 
flavour of Jewish holidays celebrated at his home and the moving stories he 
heard from him at other times about the destruction of the Temple and ‘the 
expulsion of the Jews from Jerusalem’. Yet in his diary entry of 16 September 
1836, written before he was 25, he summed up the central experience of his 
childhood between the ages of 5 and 15 in a few stark sentences: ‘What educa- 
tion did I get? Born and raised in [Bonn’s] Jews’ Street; beaten black and blue 
over the Talmud until I was fifteen; inhuman teachers, corrupt friends for 
company, led astray and seduced into secret sinfulness, my body enfeebled and 
my spirit vulgar and crude, this is how I entered upon adolescence.’ 

This is an intriguing passage, conflicting as it does with the idyllic scenes of 
‘life with grandfather’ to be evoked in Rome and Jerusalem. Coupled with the 
fact that Hess at 50 apparently did not know that his mother’s ‘legend’ was 
actually an exegetic commentary on a Bible verse, it has lately been used to dis- 
credit the sincerity of Hess’s biographical statements. 
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In 1862, impressed by the struggle of Greeks, Poles and Hungarians to re- 
enter history and more particularly by the Italian Risorgimento — as evident 
from the very title Rome and Jerusalem, linking together the two ‘eternal’ cities 
— Hess stated that the ‘resurrection’ of ‘nations believed to be dead’ was becom- 
ing ‘a natural phenomenon’. His prophecy that the Jews, too, would ‘struggle 
for their national rights’ came after he had been preaching Communism for 
some 25 years. Although, true to his egalitarian faith, he envisioned the future 
Israel as a democratic, Socialist-type state, ‘nationality’ was anathema to Social- 
ists, and the idea of a revived Jewish nation was utterly ridiculous in the eyes of 
his own liberal friends. 

In 1992, more than a century later, S. Na’aman, a noted Marxist scholar, sug- 
gested nothing less than that in Rome and Jerusalem Hess built himself a sort of 
fictitious biography. He supposedly did so to show that both his Communism 
and his new ‘illumination’ went back to his childhood roots in traditional 
Judaism. Na’aman submitted that Hess had neither a good knowledge of 
Judaism nor any great attachment to it. All his latter-day professions of Jewish 
feelings were simply designed to make him momentarily appear as a prodigal 
son returned to the fold. 

S. Avineri, taking a fresh look at Hess in 1985, wrote that ‘the combination of 
nation-building and social reconstruction suggests that Rome and Jerusalem, 
rather than the Communist Manifesto, did correctly divine the spirit of the age: 
a universal quest for redemption, yet anchored in a concrete historical culture.’? 

Na’aman, besides depriving Hess of his credibility, interpreted his confes- 
sion that he had been ‘beaten black and blue over the Talmud’ as yet another 
proof of his lacking ‘dialectical sharpness, as proved by all his philosophical 
writings’. Na’aman’s ‘historical-critical study of Hess’s life and work from a 
post-Marxist perspective’ thus revived the old Lukacz theory of 1926 with a 
new twist: Hess, a bungler and ‘dabbler, which he always remained’, could 
never really become a philosopher. His Talmud teachers, who were most likely 
private tutors, vainly tried to drub some analytical power into him, but all they 
accomplished was to cause him a mental ‘blockage’. '° 

Hess himself forestalled this argument by describing himself not as a philo- 
sopher but ‘more of an apostle’, a herald and a prophet. ‘Prophecy means, 
among other things, perceiving the true drift of history, hearing the challenge 
of history and articulating the response.’ This appears in the work of a third 
scholar, Harold Fisch, a study written in 1978 from a Zionist viewpoint," 
which adds yet another dimension to the continuing controversy about Hess. 

Nothing is known about his teachers. Their brutishness does not particu- 
larly attest to their being fit to impart the dialectical subtleties of the Aramaic 
Talmud to a child. But his idea of a ‘moral world order’ — first mentioned in a 
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letter he wrote when he was 17 — was directly inspired by the ancient Talmudic 
precept that virtue carries its own reward, and that one ‘transgression’ leads to 
another. As in other instances, Hess quoted it chapter and verse;!? and what- 
ever the trouble with his early education, one may certainly agree with Isaiah 
Berlin that Hess was ‘indelibly’ affected by it: ‘Images and symbols drawn from 
the history of the Jews remained with him to the end of his life,"3 and no 
wonder. 

All the world reformers were social messianists. Saint-Simon, the ‘Napoleon 
of industry’, went back to the spirit of brotherhood of the early Christians, 
Moses Hess to the Old Testament prophets. Amid the increasing tension 
between philosophy and theology, the raging conflicts between the bourgeoisie, 
the aristocracy, the workers and other forces in the age marked by the overlap- 
ping Industrial and French Revolutions, he always sided with the underdogs 
and to each of the salvationist movements he pioneered or fructified he brought 
— quite apart from abstract thought — a sense of morality and justice, and an 
instinct for history. 

It is generally agreed that Hess’s evocation of his childhood in Rome and 
Jerusalem is sentimentally coloured. Young Engels passed almost daily by the 
two-storey house in Barmen where his great-grandfather had lived after found- 
ing the family fortune in the previous century. Hess lacked the security of such 
firm roots. There was only the idealized memory of his grandfather to cling to 
— and some image he must have built in his mind of his mother, whose regular 
appearance in his dreams until late into his mature years itself indicated the 
extent to which he missed her. Helena Hess, née Fléhrsheim, was the daughter 
of the rabbi of Bockenheim, near Frankfurt. Moses Hess may or may not have 
known the source of the exegetic commentary on ‘the threefold cord’ she was 
quoting when she urged him to study, but this does not mean that he was insin- 
cere or moved by political opportunism when he recalled it. 

Hess was a youth who distinctly created his own future. Reunited at 15 with 
his father in Cologne, he still felt, according to his diary, like ‘a very pious Jew- 
boy’. He could hardly read German, felt only ‘loathing for the Talmud’ and 
lusted for a sampling of life and extramural activities. But his father — a dry, 
unimaginative, rather gruff, unresponsive man who had little understanding of 
the boy’s needs — allowed him none and treated him distantly. 

Coming from the ‘prison house’ of Bonn, Moses found himself caged 
again. The boy probably bore his father a grudge for taking his mother away 
from him in childhood. The father, however, gave him more reasons for resent- 
ment. A strictly orthodox believer, David Hess was a respected merchant and 
pillar of Cologne’s small Jewish community and its synagogue — as Engels’s 
father was of his church — and either because of that or to compensate for the 
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scholarly education he had missed while making his way, he wanted young 
Moses to go on studying. But he insisted on his studying the hated Talmud and 
nothing else. 

Like Engels at 15, Moses Hess had found an outlet for his mundane fantasies 
in cheap novels and romances of ‘banditry’ read on the sly. And he, too, aspired 
to become a writer. But he had hardly any experience of life, his father for a 
time refusing even his pleas to let him work in a grocery he owned. 

They seem to have worked out some compromise, for in 1831, when he was 
19, Hess wrote to a friend that he was ‘helping Father’ in the grocery store, 
adding that he went ‘rarely to the theatre... because Father frowns upon it’ and 
it was, after all, one’s duty to respect ‘even parental prejudices...’'+ His father, 
on the other hand, had agreed to pay for his private tuition in French, and he 
was taking lessons to improve his faulty German as well. But the precarious 
truce and modus vivendi they had reached was not to last. Moses ‘reluctantly 
dragged’ himself for some time to more enforced Talmud studies, then sud- 
denly balked and abandoned them completely. 

By the time he was 21, Moses Hess in fact fled his father’s home and abscon- 
ded to Holland, not before having secretly sold — while his father was busy 
establishing the Hess & Horst sugar refinery —a large coffee consignment to be 
paid upon delivery and arranging with his cousin Leopold Zuntz in Bonn and 
another accomplice to collect the payment and send it after him. Also to follow 
him in due course was a girl called Lena, with whom he had fallen in love. All 
searches for him proved fruitless. Hess’s father and his two teen-aged sisters 
and two brothers — Lazarus, who later became a banker, and Samuel, who at 
that time worked with him in the grocery store — were greatly upset by his dis- 
appearance. 

What made Moses Hess, who had switched from religion to the ‘principles of 
morality’, conceive at 21 of so frantic a scheme and go to the length of defraud- 
ing his father? For one thing, driven by a huge curiosity about what lay beyond 
the confined Jewish world in which he lived, he had started to read Rousseau, 
Spinoza, Goethe, Madame de Staél. ‘I was to devote myself entirely to the busi- 
ness’, he wrote to a friend, ‘but already my interests and activity lay in different 
directions and my father was not the man to attract me back to himself.’ The 
father kept him on a tight purse-string, but Moses, hungry for experience, had 

been borrowing money in order to go out with friends at carnival time and 
otherwise keep up with artistic and theatrical events. His letters between the 
ages of 17 and 19 show him arguing — with cousin Zuntz and others — about 
man’s combining a ‘rational’ nature with a ‘moral instinct’; besides profuse 
quotations from Rousseau, they display a beginning familiarity, if no more, 
with Epicurus, Helvetius and Holbach’s Systéme de la Nature. 
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Horst, his father’s partner in the new sugar refinery, was not a Jew. But 
except in some highly intellectual circles — and not in all of them ~ Germans 
and Jews did not mix socially. And David Hess was the last man to welcome or 
to understand his son’s interest in the wide Gentile world and its secular 
culture. The fact that the father, who was in his forties, suffered from asthma 
and a touch of tuberculosis added to the mutual tension at home. 

For another thing, since his ‘inner revolution’ young Moses Hess had been 
toying with atheism. By the time he was 20 he was communicating to a friend 
notions which could not but vex his father. He genuinely believed, he wrote, in 
‘the absolute divinity of our commandments’; so long as the Jews had been dis- 
persed and were now denizens and ‘brethren of manifold nations’ these com- 
mandments could no longer be held sacred. Emphasizing certain words, he 
went on to declare: ‘It is both contemptible and ridiculous... to worship the obso- 
lete laws of a State that fell to pieces so long ago,’ let alone to worship them 
‘with idolatrous awe’. And he compared the existing form of orthodox Judaism, 
with its hallowed rituals and ancient observances, to a worm-eaten tree.5 

This was open rebellion against his whole upbringing and all that his father 
held sacred. In whatever way the son manifested his opinion of these obser- 
vances at home, David Hess — who felt that they and nothing else had saved the 
Jews from extinction, against all odds — must have been continually stung by his 
views. The father was later to become president of Cologne’s Jewish commu- 
nity. His son’s questioning of the tenets by which it lived may have struck him 
as almost worse than atheism. 

It was in the spring of 1833 that Moses bolted and arrived in Holland. He 
waited for cousin Zuntz to collect the money from the underhand coffee transac- 
tion and for his pretty Lena to arrive. Her education had been ‘neglected’, which 
meant that it was nil; she came of a boorish family and worked as a servant-gir! 
in Bonn. It is not known what qualities of heart or character she possessed that 
kindled the young man’s feelings for her to the point of wishing to marry her. 
Hess had a self-confessed inability to ‘resist the inner goodness’ of anyone. He 
may well have seen in Lena, raised in misery, a flower he was picking from the 
mud. And it is a fact, whatever its significance, that years later his grande passton 
would be for another beautiful girl reduced by hard luck to even worse distress. 
His infatuation with red-haired Lena was such that at one point he declared: ‘I 
shall hardly ever find a woman who suits my individuality better than L.’ 

Lena was Jewish, but Moses feared or was sure that hardly anyone in the 
Hess family, least of all his father, would lightly accept his marrying a girl who 
did menial work in a household of their acquaintance. And without his father’s 
financial support he and his love faced the prospect of being destitute together. 
Lena was thus very likely the prime motivation, among several, for his scheme 
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to elope, if not its instigator. The first part of the ‘coffee coup’, so to speak, had 
gone off well. No one but Zuntz and one of Moses Hess’s friends - Hermann 
Levié — knew of the sale; only they and Lena knew that he was in Holland. 
Once he got the money and Lena joined him there, nothing would stand in the 
way of their secret romance. 

Things continued without a hitch. The coffee was duly delivered and paid 
for, and Zuntz sent Moses a money-order as arranged. As time passed, Moses 
waited in Holland, but the money never arrived. As was learned later, the 
money-order had been deficiently addressed and the whole scheme collapsed 
over this snag. The Dutch postal authorities, unable to locate young Hess, even- 
tually returned the letter containing the money to Cologne — where it was 
promptly delivered to his surprised father. David Hess thus learned of the con- 
nection between the son’s disappearance, the coffee sale and Lena. 

Moses was stranded without a penny in Holland, or so it is believed, for, 
according to his biographer, his travels are shrouded in complete mystery. 
Whereas McLellan in his biography of Marx held that Hess picked up ‘Com- 
munist ideas after running away to Paris’, Isaiah Berlin, in a 1959 lecture 
reprinted in 1979, stated that ‘he went to England, where he starved miserably, 
then to Holland and France’, and that ‘it was perhaps among the poor German 
émigrés — mostly left-wing exiles — that he imbibed the radical ideas then in 
vogue.” Edmund Silberner, however, who did comprehensive research for his 
biography, writes that there is no evidence whatsoever that Hess met the leaders 
of the Socialist movement in Paris during the 1830s. ‘ 

What is known is that he first turned up in Frankfurt some time in the spring 
of 1834, roughly a year after he had absconded, and sought refuge with his late 
mother’s relatives there. According to Silberner, he arrived looking ‘completely 
shabby and worn, like a beggar.’ The Frankfurt relatives received him well, fed . 
him, set to work on his father to make him agree to a reconciliation, then’ 
returned the prodigal son — attired in a new set of clothes — to the latter’s house 
and a ‘most cordial welcome’. 

And so Moses Hess was back at his father’s table, and back in groceries. 
Having 5 years earlier quoted the Talmudic admonition to flee from transgres- 
sion, and added his view that what distinguishes man from all other creatures is 
reason and a mighty ‘moral instinct’ so ‘contrary to nature’ that ‘the slightest 
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deviation from it induces “pangs of conscience”, he felt all the more contrite 
about his fraudulent adventure in the coffee trade and its consequences. 
Oppressed by a sense of sin, he thanked God like a penitent for having saved 
him at the last moment from the brink of ‘the yawning abyss of hell before me.’ 
By February 1835, feeling cured of passion, immorality and its dangers, he was 


writing in his diary: ‘I have won...’ 
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That summer Lena, disappointed by the failure of his hoax, married another 
man. Hess sent her a wedding present, and partially consoled himself with the 
thought that because of her lack of education she would probably never have 
satisfied him. 

The sugar refinery was making money and his father was becoming a man of 
substance — before long, David Hess would be regarded as a man worth 100,000 
guilders — but Moses complained that he never had a penny of his own. ‘I must 
become independent of my father,’ he wrote in his diary in May 1835. This sen- 
timent — to be echoed 10 years later by Engels’s ‘I must get away’ — marked the 
failure of his reconciliation with his parent a year or so after his return from his 
abortive bid for freedom. During the summer of 1835 he toyed with new 
schemes to make himself free of, or at least to reduce contact and recurring fric- 
tion with, his miserly and ‘peculiar’ father. But all his plans came to nought and 
at one point he saw no way to escape other than to start hunting for a rich but 
‘infinitely loving’ bride. But how to find her? ‘Per introduction into respected 
families’, he noted in his diary. It was a fantasy he was to chase for years. 

He was back in the grocery business, but teaching himself ‘Latin in the mor- 
ning, arithmetic in the evening after supper, then English, then history, then 
reading, etc.’ His copious book list shows that he read, or planned to read, a 
diversity of works on world history, Napoleon, physics and physiology; it also 
included such authors as the comte de Ségur, Benjamin Constant, Victor Hugo, 
Chateaubriand, Goethe, Schiller, Heine, Fichte, Moses Mendelssohn and 
Spinoza. 

Hess, who had never finished high school, had so far managed to acquire a 
wide-ranging, if uneven and self-taught base of knowledge. He hoped some day 
to obtain a special dispensation, and his father’s financial agreement, to supple- 
ment it with academic studies, and was indeed eventually to enroll at Bonn Uni- 
versity under a provision allowing him to attend lectures, but not to sit for a 
degree. But this was still two years ahead in 1835 when his autodidactic labours 
produced an amazing result. One evening early in June of that year, he was 
walking with his friend Hermann Levié when he began to talk about ways of 
building ‘a better social order’. His idea, he explained, was to abolish property 
inheritance rights. And before long he was to enter in his diary a significant 
phrase: ‘The privileged and the under-privileged will always face each other 
with mutual hostility.” The French Revolution was not yet over, he noted, and a 
greater drama was in the offing. 

Karl Marx was preparing for his high school matriculation in Trier, and 
Engels was only 14 when Hess addressed the conflict between the ‘haves’ and 
the ‘have-nots’, i.e., the class-struggle. And by November and December 1835 
he was not only attacking the aristocracy of birth as well as the aristocracy of 
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money — ‘every rule not based on personal merit’ — but also, in short order, pro- 
claiming that ‘one morning, before anyone has time to notice, the whole arro- 
gant species that prides itself on its primogeniture, the whole aristocracy with 
all its wealth and inheritance rights will find itself flat and annihilated on the 
floor.’ For ‘the time of liberation’, he wrote in his diary on 13 December 1835, 
was at hand and ‘approaching with mighty steps’. 

What was more, in what might seem a sudden fit of megalomania, he declared 
that he was himself the herald of a new divine teaching that would liberate 
mankind. In November he had started writing a book, which he meant to preface 
with a ‘Call to the German People’, and by 7 January 1836 he was confiding to his 
diary, which was neatly arranged and obviously meant for publication, that he 
was the terrestrial but God-inspired messenger called upon to show men a light 
they had failed to see: “The Son of Man, when he came down on earth to deliver 
mankind of sin’, had not been comprehended. He, Moses, had been chosen to 
announce a different — or, rather, an additional and complementary — salvation. 
‘It is written: “And the light shineth in darkness, and the darkness comprehended 
it not.” With the Gospel of St John for his text, he went on: ‘I, too, like John in 
his time, have been called upon to bear witness of the Light. I am not that Light, 
but only its herald. I am pursuing my calling, for the world shall be set free so 
that through freedom it can reach the truth and achieve perfect cognition of 
God.’ For the spirit had to be free before it could seize and grasp the truth. This 
could not happen so long as the aristocracy held sway and mismanaged things. 
His message, the new gospel, was likewise spelled out in his diary: 

‘Therefore I announce to you in the name of the Holy Spirit, of Truth: 
Break ye the fetters, tear up the chains with which ye have been bound in order 
to degrade ye to the beasts of burden that can be yoked and driven to work. 
Arise ye, have confidence and courage.’ 

He meant to call his book ‘The Annunciation of Liberty in the Name of the 
Holy Spirit’. It was to appear in October of the following year under a less pre- 
tentious title: The Holy History of Mankind. While the book bore the imprint of 
one of Germany’s most important publishing firms, its author remained anony- 
mous, having — for fear of his father’s disapproval no less than that of the cen- 
sorship — chosen to identify himself merely as ‘A Young Disciple of Spinoza’.’® 

This book, dedicated to ‘all God-fearing Governments’, was not only the 
first Socialist book to appear in Germany but one that dealt presciently with 
some of the main problems and developments that were to preoccupy Europe 
for a century and more. Adopting the apostolic tone of one who felt bound both 
to warn the world of impending disaster and to point the way to salvation, Hess 
— for all his writing in the convoluted, quasi-religious style that characterized 
much of contemporary political-social and metaphysical literature — stated with 
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great clarity that ‘the growing wealth of one section of society and the increas- 
ing poverty of the rest of the population’ created a ‘social illness’ and a gap 
which was ultimately bound to assume ‘terrifying’ proportions. This was a 
topic which had not yet come up for public discussion in Germany. So far, only 
Ludwig Gall had tried to draw attention to it in a few confiscated leaflets and 
tracts. The writings of Saint-Simon and his followers circulated among intel- 
lectuals and were discussed in private talks and correspondence, but the pro- 
gramme they offered to adapt society to the age of technology had yet to be 
brought before the public. 

“The new mechanical inventions and the daily expansion of trade and indus- 
try’, Hess noted, seemed potentially to be of the greatest benefit to mankind. 
Yet, paradoxically, they only served to widen the inequality, and ‘the way our 
laws and institutions are made’ favoured this process: the rich would become 
richer, the masses poorer, and the exploitation of the many by the few — besides 
representing an intolerable injustice — would in the end create an explosive state 
of ‘social misery’ and moral stress leading to revolution. 

Hess wrote most of The Holy History of Mankind in something of a trance in 
1836. He could not foresee huge multi-national and supra-national corpora- 
tions. But he predicted that ‘in our time’ share companies, industry and big 
business would ‘eventually swallow up all individual activity in one enormous 
universal throat...’ And when he wrote that ‘Mammon is the only power in 
society since free trade and industry became predominant, and as they expand 
the mightier will become the power of money... More and more will man be 
enslaved to that Satan of Mammon, and human beings will remain without any 
holy bond, without a country, without a family, "7 he anticipated by some 8 
years Marx’s famous thesis, in the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 
(which, at that, were to be published only in the 2oth century), on the alienating 
power of money, which estranges man from the product of his labour, from 
society, his fellow-men, etc. 

But it is not for its social message alone that The Holy History of Mankind has 
today gained recognition as being in many respects an extraordinary work. 
Rather, what makes it extraordinary is the manner in which the young Hess 
fused religion and politics, state and church, reason and feeling, man’s social 
needs and his emotional requirements in order to integrate that message with 
an optimistic vision of the perfect society. This lay necessarily in the future but 
was on its way towards realization in a well-ordered cosmos in which nature and 
the historic process moved dialectically forward under the impulse of a set of 
eternal principles. 

Hess declared history to be ‘holy’ because he held that God played an active 
part in its movement towards a meaningful purpose — a role not unlike that 
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ascribed by Hegel to the Absolute Spirit, or the Absolute, or the secularized 
absolute, though Hess had yet to study Hegel. To suit his purpose, Hess 
divided the history of mankind into three main eras: 


1) The first, or Biblical period, ruled by God the Father, began with 
the election of Abraham ‘from a mass of idol-worshippers to found 
a nation through which the knowledge of God would spread all 
over the earth.’ It lasted until Judaism, losing the original unity 
between God and people and its internal cohesion in sectarian 
strife, went into decline. 

2) The Christian period, ruled by God the Son, began with the advent 
of Jesus. His sui generis mediation between God and man helped to 
make Christianity universal. But the God in Jesus was a revelation 
of the soul, and with Christianity divorcing religion and morality 
from politics and human relations by placing salvation in the other 
world, it gradually degenerated as Catholicism, with its emperors, 
prelates and institutions, forsook love and mercy in favour of tem- 
poral power struggles and idolatrous ceremonial. Protestantism 
intervened as a corrective, but the strident inequality between men 
in the feudal Middle Ages and the stirrings of rationalism heralded 
the inevitable decline of Christianity. 

3) Finally, Spinoza inaugurated the third and on-going main period, to 
be ruled by the Holy Spirit. This era — which Hess divided into a 
sub-period titled ‘The [French] Revolution’ — is the age of moder- 
nity and the future. Spinoza had perceived God not only in his soul 
but had apprehended him with his whole being, feeling and reason 
combined, as a universal presence manifest in all creation. To Spi- 
noza, therefore, ‘knowledge of God’ was also ‘knowledge of life’. 


It was Hess’s thesis that the divine principles governing world history ulti- 
mately unite ‘superior reason’ with ‘supreme justice’. Knowledge of God being 
‘knowledge of life’ meant that the same principles could harmoniously regulate 
the whole reality of human life. He wrote that ‘Our Master’, Spinoza, had 
taught that ‘in all of nature man has nothing which draws him nearer to his 
human calling, to the knowledge of God, than his brethren, his fellow men. 
Hence man should associate with his fellow men, live in society.’ Once man, like 
Spinoza, reached rational cognition of God he did not have to trouble his soul 
and labour his mind in search of his ‘calling’ or existential purpose in life. In 
directing attention to man’s needs as a social being, Spinoza had reunited what 
Christianity — ‘relating solely to the inner man’ — had separated: he had joined 
and blended together again human political and social problems with the 
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underlying religious ethics which had suffused them in antiquity, when religion 
and political life, ruled by the same divine order, had been one in the Jewish 
State before the destruction of Jerusalem. 

The Christians, according to Hess, ‘never possessed a social order based on 
God; they never had a holy state or a divine law.’ Mosaic law, on the other hand, 
dealt with the needs of the inner as well as the outer man: religion and politics, 
church and state were intimately fused, had one root, bore one fruit. The Jews 
saw no difference between religious and political commands, between the duty 
to God and the duty to Caesar. These and other dichotomies disappeared in the 
face of a Law that was not intended for the body or the spirit alone but for both. 

At the same time, as we know from his diary, Hess had ceased to believe in Jud- 
aism and its outmoded practices and customs. He had actually pronounced its 
obituary in the very first entry opening his diary on New Year’s Day 1835: ‘The 
Mosaic religion is dead and defunct.’ In years to come he would recall his late 
grandfather’s white beard glistening with tears while he read to him stories of the 
destruction of Jerusalem; but in the summer of 1835, shortly before starting The 
Holy History of Mankind, he had chosen the mourning day commemorating the 
fall of the First as well as the Second Temple in Jerusalem — in 586 Bc and aD 70, 
respectively, both reputedly destroyed on the oth of Av by the Jewish calendar 
month — to travel for his pleasure to Bonn over the protests of his orthodox father, 
who — though wearing a top hat and no beard — spent the day praying and fasting. 

The main thrust of The Holy History of Mankind was against property and 
inheritance rights, including the ‘inheritance of merits’. Thus, in Hess’s book 
the Jews were the people ‘in whom knowledge of God had become hereditary’, 
but who had forfeited that spiritual legacy when they had ceased to toil for it 
and proved themselves unworthy of being its latter-day heirs. In primeval 
times, when the goods and ‘treasures of society’ had been open to all, there had 
been true and full equality. In the course of centuries of historic development, 
however, egoism, greed, historic rights, the inheritance of property and spiri- 
tual possessions had piled up an accumulation of inequalities generating such 
extreme forms of exploitation of the majority of society by a minority that the 
situation was moving towards an explosion. 

The French Revolution had failed to solve this problem. The new enemy was 
not the old nobility but the aristocracy of money. Like every aristocracy, that of 
the rich concentrates in its own hands all the powers of society while misery 
and serfdom arise. The rich have become the enemies of progress and they will 
be its enemies in the future. 

It would take time before men reached the rational as well as all-round 
‘knowledge of God’ which had come to Spinoza. But Spinoza, the prototype of 
modern man who had healed the schism created by Christianity, and after him 
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the ideas released by the American and French Revolutions, marked the start of 
a new historic process enabling man to turn the ideal into reality. Salvation lay 
neither in Schelling’s ‘philosophy of nature’ nor in Hegel’s ‘philosophy of the 
mind’. Each expressed an incontestable side of the truth, but neither a divine 
cosmic order nor life itself could be conceived ‘exclusively as either nature or 
mind’, Salvation could come only from a fusion of feeling and reason, calm and 
movement, past and future, just as these elements are fused in real life. 

The salvation offered by Hess in his concluding chapter, which bore the 
rather sensational title ‘The New Jerusalem and the Latter Days’, was to be 
accomplished in two stages. The title was sensational in view of the fact that 
‘the New Jerusalem’ was not in Palestine, but to be established ‘in the heart of 
Europe’; but it was wholly in tune with Hess’s messianist message and tone. 

The ultimate redemption would come not only out of the fusion of past and 
present, but out of the ‘union’ of two European nations of contradictory char- 
acter — France, the country of political struggles, ‘of world-historical political 
revolutions’, and Germany, the country of great spiritual controversy and reli- 
gious preoccupations. ‘Out of a union of these two, the New Jerusalem will be 
established.’ 

To avert the clash of colliding interests and passions that was bound to lead 
to revolution, Hess proposed to start tackling the root problem of economic 
inequality — the right of inheritance — without delay but in a gradualist manner. 
Natural and historic rights could not be abolished at one go. ‘Nature knows no 
standstill, but also no leaps.’ But just as man, after his temporary sojourn on 
earth, returned his soul to the Creator, so the state had the right to claim as its 
own and to ‘inherit’ the capital and property he had accumulated — on condition 
that the state look after the welfare of its citizens by apportioning to each an 
equal share of its resources. As the state developed and prospered, this initial 
reform would eventually, in the second stage, make possible the smooth 
achievement of complete equality. 

For what Moses Hess was envisioning at 25 was actually ‘the Kingdom of 
Truth’ on earth. The thrust of his metaphysical-eschatological concept of the 
progress of world history led to his statement that collective ownership — 
ensuring the just distribution of the resources of society to all — ‘is the final aim 
of social life’. His vision included modern and advanced versions of 


o the welfare state, with free education for children and a national 
health service or ‘medicare’ system; 

e women’s liberation, with full equal rights and freedom from 
domestic and sexual subjugation; 

e the elimination of poverty and crime; 
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e representative government; 
e a League of Nations and, at a more distant stage in the consum- 
mation of his vision, the dissolution of all national frontiers. 


In the state of the future, ruled by ‘intelligence’ and representative govern- 
ment, religion and politics would again be one, as they had been before Chris- 
tianity introduced a cleavage between spirit and matter, church and state. 
Politics, expressing the spirit of the people, would no longer divide rulers and 
the ruled. As society, moving towards perfection, would gradually act more and 
more in conformity with the eternal principles of a moral world order, mankind 
would reach a stage of awareness enabling it to regain the original innocence 
that had been its own during its infancy at the beginning of history. 

‘Man will no longer eat his bread in the sweat of his brow, but in free enjoy- 
ment of the pleasures of life’; and woman, likewise recovering innocence, will 
share it with him to the full. Women will be given the same humanist education 
as men, and marriage — freed of prevailing coercive arrangements — will be 
based on ‘free love’, and no longer on chains of bondage. Writing in 1836, Hess 
observed that the idea of free love was not new, but following the loss of ‘blind 
faith in authority’ marital laws had to be abolished. ‘Before Christ woman was a 
nonentity; in the Orient woman is a slave to this day.” In the New Society her 
emancipation ‘will be complete’.'® With the present family structure subject to 
conventions and external laws, the state will take over the education of chil- 
dren, for true political freedom cannot be reconciled with the values imposed 
on them by arbitary parental authority. Ultimately, however, when “everyone 
will carry the law in his breast’, the ideal, ‘patriarchal, pure family life’ will 
again come into its own. The state will be wise and prosperous enough to look 
after the aged and infirm, and will not spare the means to establish the best 
institutions for the rehabilitation of ‘sinners’ and the retarded. 

Moved by the same aspiration for unity and equality, men in a society in 
which the welfare of each depends on the welfare of all and ‘the riches of the 
whole’ are shared, will act in unison and harmony. With the elimination of class 
differences and competition, the benefits derived from the identity of interests 
between the high and the lowly, between bureaucrats and citizens, will be so 
manifest that ‘no patriotism known in any of the old states will compare with 
that of the new League of Nations.’ Instead of hatching wars of conquest, all 
will aspire to advance the progress of humanity. Where the conflict between 
patricians and plebeians, the poor and the rich, caused ‘disturbances, injustices 
and horrors’, peace will reign.'? 

The League of Nations will be composed of states and communities profess- 
ing a diversity of ‘external’ faiths. Each will live like a world of its own, but all, 
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including the sincerest believers in Christ, will live on a higher level of con- 
sciousness in the Spinozist ‘knowledge of God’ which comes through reason 
and feeling. Theirs will be the ‘Kingdom of Truth’, in which man - true to the 
moral nature which is in him, and made whole again by the union of spirit and 
matter, ethics and politics — will be at peace with God and the world and find his 
calling and his greatest satisfaction as a social being in joining his fellow-men to 
work for ‘the highest good of mankind’.?° 

Hess’s statement that at one point in the final stage of perfection the restored 

patriarchal family ‘will form a state of its own’ has given rise to the interpreta~ 
tion that the state will eventually become superfluous, or lose its current mean- 
ing.”" 
Moses Hess wrote The Holy History of Mankind behind his father’s back, as it 
were, while continuing to mind the grocery store for him, but amidst increasing 
friction at home. Though aware of his son’s gradual estrangement from 
Judaism, David Hess would have been appalled to know that Moses, besides 
being about to pose as the bearer of a new annunciation â la St John, was 
preparing to raise Spinoza to the stature of a prophet of the New Age and some 
final redemption. For although Spinoza had never accepted baptism, and his 
Tractatus Theologico-Politicus — in which he developed his rationalist meta- 
physics, denying the possibility of supernatural phenomena or miracles — was 
in fact denounced by Christian theologians, orthodox Jewry continued to regard 
him as a renegade. 

In January 1836, while secretly working on his book, Moses, driven to des- 
pair by his inability to buy the latest literature on his father’s short allowance, 
had actually turned for help to Wolfgang Menzel, the prominent German critic 
and editor of the Literaturblatt. Describing himself as a young ‘Israelite of 
well-to-do family, though never disposing of a penny’, he wondered whether 
Menzel, who did not know him from Adam, could help him to get books 
cheaply; he confessed that he had never finished even secondary school but, 
fishing for a job on the Literaturblatt, he declared that he would ‘gladly leave 
house and home... if I could but live by your side’.?? 

Both this and another letter to Menzel shortly afterwards exist only in draft 
and no reply from Menzel has ever been found. Nevertheless, Hess’s very idea of 
appealing to Menzel has puzzled biographers, and the question whether he was 
naive or simply did not know that the editor of the Literaturblatt was the notori- 
ous informer who had instigated the ban on Heine and the Young Germany 
writers, and a known anti-Israelite’ into the bargain, has never been settled. 

Hess’s reading so far had been chiefly in French; he lived, worked and wrote 
in total isolation and his ignorance of the cultural scene in Germany was such 
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that he actually sat down to translate Rousseau’s Emile without knowing that 
the German translation had been available for several decades. Of the genesis of 
the futurist social vision he unfolded in The Holy History of Mankind, Hess 
himself was later to say: ‘When I began to write my first book... I knew nothing 
about Saint-Simon... nothing about Hegel, nothing about Heine, nothing about 
the so-called Young Germany.’ 

Yet this ‘sincere and enthusiastic radical’ was soon — in the words of Isaiah 
Berlin — to be ‘far in advance of even the Hegelian Left’?3 and its discovery of 
the revolutionary kernel in Hegel’s dialectic. Not only that, but already in 1836 
when Hess, in the course of working on his manuscript, read Heine’s History of 
Religion and Philosophy in Germany ~ and all he knew of Hegel was from this 
and other second-hand gleanings, while the beginning clamour of the master’s 
left-wing critics had yet to reach his ears — he dared to question Hegel’s system 
on two points. Hegel’s philosophy of history, like Schelling’s philosophy of 
nature, Hess wrote in The Holy History of Mankind, were ‘each in its field 
incontestably meritorious, but must be rejected when and insofar either of 
them lays claim to be absolute science, or a theory of salvation.”7+ 

How to explain this? A note written by Hess as early as 1830 shows that as a 
youth he had a certain mistrust of systems. Rather than attacking systems ‘and 
building new ones in their place’, he had written, ‘one should fight their errors 
and do justice to their other sides... then shall we come upon the pure unadul- 
terated truth.’?5 

It was perhaps his very unworldliness, his being unacquainted with the dom- 
inant ‘scientific’ doctrines and unencumbered by the ideas of fashionable 
authorities, that gave free reign to his intuition and the independence of mind 
he was to show throughout his life. Wittingly or not, he challenged the arbitrary 
verdict in which Hegel had confined Judaism to the ‘dunghill of history. 

In what S. Avineri was to call ‘a programmatic revolution in modern Euro- 
pean historiography’, which had ‘conventionally viewed the progression of 
world history as involving Greece-Rome-Christianity’, Hess’s treatment of ‘the 
Jewish people and its heritage, which includes both Jesus and Spinoza, as the 
holy history of mankind’ was one of the ‘first revolts’ by a secular, non-ortho- 
dox Jew against ‘most of the European philosophers of history, who, following 
Christian theological preferences, found it difficult to grant Judaism a signifi- 
cant role in history... Hess turned what was viewed as a marginal element in 
history — Judaism — into its core.’*® 

To make no mistake about it, young Hess’s own division of world history 
into three main stages — each transformed through crisis, decline and collision 
with new forces as it passed into the next — fitted remarkably well Hegel’s 
dynamic of history and his triadic dialectic of thesis, anti-thesis and synthesis. 


507 


THE Doctors OF REVOLUTION 


Hess had read Herder, and like him compared his three stages to the childhood, 
adolescence and maturity of mankind respectively. They also, for a third and 
ingenious thing — and disregarding such lacunae as his leaving out the Byzan- 
tine Empire — corresponded to the Christian Trinity. Christ, Hess wrote, had 
made God accessible to all and ‘faith in him will never die’. And Hess expressly 
placed ‘the period of the future’, inaugurated by Spinoza, under the sign of 
‘the Holy Spirit’. Christianity, he noted in the margin of his manuscript, repre- 
sented ‘a transitional stage from the old social order to the new: it lived in hope 
of the future Kingdom of Resurrection.”?? 

Christianity had thus abandoned mundane reality and the social world for 
the world of the spirit. But as a universal religion it was best fitted to bring 
about the new age of ‘unity and equality’ through a synthesis with Spinoza’s 
world-view, which reconciled spirit with matter, reason with feeling, God with 
man as a conscious, rational, social and moral being living in harmony with 
himself and nature. 

As for Judaism’s role, Hess himself had pronounced the Mosaic religion to 
be dead. But like most of the secular Jews living in the Prussian state, which 
placed the accent on Christian triumphalism and had yet to grant them civic 
rights — and especially as a Rhenish Jew born to enjoy freedom and these rights 
under the French, only to have them snatched away — he was bound to struggle 
for his identity, buffeted in all directions as he was caught in the same predica- 
ment as Heine and in a sense Marx himself, and ultimately solving it in a way 
entirely his own. 

But what was the source of his early preoccupation with the social question, 
where had this self-taught, 24-year-old ‘Israelite of well-to-do family’ seen the 
plight of the masses exploited by the new machines? Though many of his pro- 
nouncements on the misery caused by egoism, greed and cut-throat competi- 
tion seem to have been inspired by Charles Fourier, Hess’s idea of men uniting 
in a ‘great League to support each other like brethren’ for the highest good of 
mankind as well as their own echoed Saint-Simon’s cherished ideals of bring- 
ing about the ‘association of all men on the globe’. Unlike Saint-Simon’s disci- 
ples, however, Hess did not believe that ‘supreme equality’ could be magically 
conjured up out of Christianity, without any mediation. For Christianity, he 
declared in The Holy History of Mankind, was itself ‘the apex of inequality’ and 
had yet to heal ‘the cleavage which occurred in humanity after the decline of 
the Jewish state’ and to restore the unity of religion and politics, state and 
church and social life before it could assume the leading role in establishing ‘the 
New Society’. 

Like Marx, like Bakunin, Moses Hess had a sense of vocation and mission. 
In writing his first book he felt, as he confided to his diary in January 1836, that 
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he was pursuing his ‘calling’. But where did his evangelizing zeal come from, 
his eagerness to ‘bear witness of the Light’, to go into metaphysics and help 
mankind with its social problems by helping it ‘to achieve perfect cognition of 
God’ so soon after he had buried his own religion? Was he out to establish a new 
religion, a synthesis of Judaism and Christianity? 

‘I wrote The Holy History of Mankind with the Bible in one hand and with 
the Ethics [of Spinoza] in the other,’ was all he volunteered a couple of years 
later in an unpublished manuscript.28 

In the book itself, Spinoza figured very little, and Hess invoked him only as 
having proved that, just as theology and philosophy, faith and science, can 
peacefully co-exist, so ‘Jews and Christians, being both of divine nature, can 
live side by side in peace.” But how to square Hess’s assuming the role of divine 
oracle and his apostolic ardour, not to say bravado — which by the time he was 
25 and finishing the manuscript made him write in his diary, ‘Napoleon rejuve- 
nated the world politically, if I succeed in my task they will call me the Napo- 
leon of religion’ — with his apparent loss of faith? 

‘I have always had only one passion, namely, to spread happiness and joy’ ~ 
these words which Moses was to address 10 years later to his mistress and even- 
tual wife, albeit in a private and intimate connection, reveal a clue to one of the 
mainsprings of his personality. They show a motivation fundamentally differ- 
ent from the anarchist or purely materialist conception that was to mark 
Bakunin’s and Marx’s programmes of salvation; and it is no wonder that Hess’s 
close collaboration with Marx during most of the crucial next decade was to 
end in a bitter split. 

Tall, thin, wearing a moustache and a frock-coat, Moses Hess at 25 was not 
merely a highly sensitive and intelligent young idealist, but a perennial seeker 
after truth and justice. His diary abounds with self-proddings to study ‘the newer 
philosophy and theology’, to devote himself to science, etc. In a significant entry 
in May 1837 he noted that when he told his friends he had reached his goal 
‘because I can now devote myself entirely to studying’ — he was indeed that year 
to enroll at Bonn University, which the much younger Marx had already left for 
Berlin — ‘they all wanted to know the end-purpose of my studies. They believe 
one can only study to achieve something else. I, however, love studying for its 
own sake.’ Although Hess sat in as a listener on some curiously assorted courses — 
history, medicine, magnetism, electricity, philosophy — and only for three semes- 
ters, the base of his self-taught and uneven knowledge on a variety of subjects 
was broadened. As he never ceased studying on his own, he reached a point of 
erudition which made it natural for contemporaries to refer to him as ‘Dr Hess’. 

It was probably because his father agreed to pay for his university tuition 
that Moses Hess stayed on with him. In his single-minded devotion to study 
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for its own sake he never bothered about money: ‘For the life I want I need no 
more than the means I already have — sufficiency, industry, and a little wisdom 
of life.” At the same time, he was possessed of great energy and dynamism. It 
was through his own efforts and constant struggle that he became a writer. ‘A 
writer?’ he had asked himself a year or so before starting his first university 
semester. ‘What education did I have? None. Where did I study? Nowhere. 
What? Nothing.’ Hess had a missionary streak. His appetite for learning also 
represented an urge to teach others. He had strong ethical feelings and a ‘con~ 
ciliatory’ temperament — as he was on one occasion to tell Marx — yet he 
had no lack of aggressiveness. His was a strong super-ego; when moved by 
injustice he felt deeply committed to repairing it and would attack it with 
vehemence. 

A thoughtful, soft-looking young do-gooder, Hess was nevertheless to 
become not merely a writer and thinker, but a militant agitator and active 
fighter. The coming upheaval would be bloodier than the American and French 
Revolutions — he had privately noted before he was 24 — and both the old feudal 
and the new moneyed oppressors would be knocked out to lie, in boxing terms, 
‘flat and annihilated on the floor’; and in an unpublished segment of The Holy 
History of Mankind he compared the aristocracy and its influence to a ‘poison 
infesting the veins of society’. Ministries and dynasties would change, but 
unless inherited privilege was abolished ‘the heart of society will be lacerated 
and torn to pieces by a ceaseless war’ between the haves and the have-nots until 
either the present order or those enslaved by it won. ‘Woe, if it remains! Woe, if 

` itis defeated!’ 

Adding that he knew that kings, statesmen and diplomats would not heed his 
message but that he felt impelled to warn the world in time of the coming 
chaos, Hess gave a clue to his burning need to hold up a light — like St John — to 
humanity struggling in darkness, when he wrote: ‘We feel like the Hebrew 
prophet who is called to account by the Lord whether he has fulfilled his 
mission — our conscience never for a moment stops raising its voice and asking: 
Hast thou carried out thy task???9 

Hess’s messianic streak would persist through his later militant atheism, for 
he was at heart deeply religious. For the full sources that inspired his highly 
original, if idiosyncratic, world-view in The Holy History of Mankind, we must 
go back to some of his earliest extant letters reflecting the polarity of conflicting 
tendencies and emotions struggling in his soul. On the subject of atheism, he 
wrote when he was 17 to his cousin Leopold Zuntz: ‘Entirely pure conceptions 

of God and atheist conceptions are so closely interwoven that it is almost 
impossible to reach the former without first getting over the latter.’3° It was a 
concept that the future ‘bellwether’ of German Communism and co-founder of 
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its rival Social-Democratic Workers Movement, as well as prophet of Zionism, 
was to experience in his own person and to exemplify throughout his restless 
life. 

On the subject of the moral world order, he wrote in the same letter, ‘Every- 
thing in the world, in the whole of nature, is arranged with supreme reason’ and 
with ‘such perfection in all its causes and effects’ that to speak of ‘supernatural’ 
miracles was a contradiction in terms and set limits to divine reason. He also 
submitted that Providence’s greatest gifts to man were reason and his moral 
instinct. 

In February 1830, shortly after his 18th birthday — writing to an unknown 
correspondent (identified only as ‘I... cK...se’), with whom he carried on a 
philosophical argument that year — he developed the proposition that ‘Nature, 
the physical course of the world, is as far as can be ascertained conspicuously 
governed by the highest reason — I say conspicuously, because here and there 
some things in the course of the world must appear unjust to our limited 
reason. To explain them to myself I would have to be all-knowing and pos- 
sessed of the highest reason.’ However, since even limited knowledge of the 
universe convincingly showed that it is founded on the highest reason, he went 
on, ‘then J have to conclude that the thing whose full justice I could not see for 
the reason stated must in reality possess the highest degree of perfection.’ In 
the course of this demonstration to the unknown correspondent, Hess inserted 
the observation: ‘A society made up exclusively of pure unmixed evil-doers and 
scoundrels has no chance of lasting because they will tear each other out of 
existence.’3! 

On the subject of Spinoza, he quoted (again in the same letter) a Socratic 
passage from Moses Mendelssohn’s Phaedon, stating that ‘the human species is 
made for sociability’, and he commented exultantly, ‘Spoken straight out of my 
heart! What a divine idea!’ If, as it seems, he had not yet read Spinoza, it must 
have given him great satisfaction eventually, in writing his book, to be able to 
quote the passage from ‘the Master’ dwelling on man’s need to ‘associate with 
his fellow men, live in society’, as a way both of satisfying his natural urge for 
‘sociability’ and of contributing to the harmony of the universe. 

On the subject of Judaism and history, he had written to a friend in 1831: ‘T 
daresay I am a genuinely pious Jew, but only insofar as I am a pious man. When 
the former conflicts with the latter, I am a human being at the expense of the 
Jew.’ The 19-year-old humanist, while declaring his belief in ‘the absolute 
divinity of our commandments in the Land of our Fathers’, then put in a 
strong reservation: ‘Precisely because of the genuineness of our faith I also 
believe that they [the Commandments] lost this absolute divinity when we 
ceased to be one nation... What is it that attests to the divine origin of our 
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ancient laws? The fact that they are founded on eternal truths, wisely modified 
according to time and place... We worship the ancient oak, but neglect the root 
— ha! the root has long since been eaten up by worms, the tree has ceased bear- 
ing fruit. It merely stands there out of ancient habit. Soon, soon, it will collapse 


in a rotten heap ...’3? 


Hess’s aim was thus not to effect a synthesis between Judaism and Chris- 
tianity. In the New Society of the future, Jews and Christians would be able to 
co-exist without friction. But Hess’s diary shows that the predicament of the 
German Jews in his own day presented him with no mean quandary. On the 
one hand, he was estranged from the orthodox form of Judaism, and actually 
felt that ‘Christianity is the religion perfectly suiting the present’; on the 
other, the assimilationist trend, which led some Jews to the baptismal font for 
solely opportunistic reasons, seemed to him unworthy and cheapening. He 
saw in fact no reason why even ‘enlightened’ secular Jews should embrace 
Christianity so long as it neither granted them emancipation nor lived up to 
its role as a true world religion and devoted itself to ‘the salvation of man in 
the widest humanist sense’. Christianity, in short, instead of trying to convert 
the Jews by means of ‘exhortation, temptation and threats’ (as in Prussia), had 
to improve its social ethics to convince them that it was a better faith than 
their own. 

The social and universalist vision that made Moses Hess transport the New 
Jerusalem to the heart of Europe was thus animated by his express recogni- 
tion, in The Holy History of Mankind, that Christianity had reached a higher 
stage, and had a greater potential for uniting men, than Judaism, rather than 
being a mere attempt to escape the horns of his personal dilemma. The Jews 
had always been few. Long suffering had by now reduced them to an ‘airy 
nebulum... a spirit without a body.’ For all their glorious ancient history, they 
hardly had a chance of ever being resurrected as a people — or so he felt in the 
mid-1830s. 

Like William Blake, who had proposed to build Jerusalem ‘in England’s 
green and pleasant land’ — an England freed of aristocracy, inequality and 
other evils — the young Hess took his original inspiration from the Old Testa- 
ment vision of “The City of God’ in Ezekiel. But he fused it with Spinoza’s 
rationalist reconciliation of the spiritual and the material into a Socialist pro- 
gramme, the first of its kind in Germany publicly to deal with ways of averting 
the competitive excesses of industrial society and its accompanying chaos and 


miseries. 


What constitution best fitted the New Society, ‘the future empire (or league of 
nations) in which intelligence predominates and all are free and equal?” 
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The question brought Hess back to the synthesis of politics and religion, the 
unity ‘between rulers and the ruled’, which had originally characterized Judaism, 
and which Spinoza had universalized. ‘The history of mankind provides us with 
one example of a constitution which did not fail to impress itself on a people,’ 
Hess wrote in the last climactic pages of The Holy History of Mankind. 


We mean that ancient, holy people’s state which was destroyed long 
ago, but continues to live until this very day in the feelings of its 
scattered members. In the Jews, in this despised people, which has 
remained loyal to its old customs and which reawakens now, after a 
long sleep, to a higher consciousness and is about to end its wander- 
ings, to which God condemned it until it would see His visage again — 
in the Jews, we say, their old Law revives again. 


Calling this a more vivid and eloquent ‘testimony to its holiness than any other 
historical monument’ and ‘all the salvaged documents of its ancient time,’ Hess 
rose to a final peroration: 


This people was destined from the beginning of time to conquer the 
world — not like pagan Rome by the strength of its arms, but by the 
inner virtue of its spirit. Like a haunted spirit it wandered through 
the world which it conquered, and its enemies did not succeed in 
vanquishing it, because the spirit is indomitable. This spirit now per- 
meates the world; the world yearns for a new constitution worthy of 
the Old Mother. It will appear, this new holy constitution, the old 
Law will rise again, transfigured. Out of the old world condemned to 
chaos, the genius of humanity will rise. 


The Holy History of Mankind, with its message that, by the dialectics of history, 
worn-out Judaism still had a universal mission to fulfil before the Jews them- 
selves disappeared as a people, attracted little attention in 1837. The luxuriously 
printed but anonymous volume received in fact only two reviews. But if not in 
the eyes of the world, it established the young Moses in his own mind as a writer. 

It was, however, to take him two years to produce his next work, The Euro- 
pean Triarchy. In 1838 he spent a fortnight in Frankfurt in the company of 
Berthold Auerbach, with whom he shared a common interest in Spinoza. 
Unlike Hess, Auerbach, a former rabbinical candidate, had studied law and phi- 
losophy at three universities, including Heidelberg. In 1837 he had published a 
novel, Spinoza, Ein Denkerleben (A Thinker’s Life). Before becoming widely 
popular with his ‘Black Forest Village Stories’ (Schwarzmwalder Dorfgeschichten) 
— for the English edition of which Gladstone was to write a foreword — Auer- 
bach also translated Spinoza’s Collected Works. 
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Aside from being introduced by Auerbach to some of Frankfurt’s literati, 
and occasional visits to Bonn, Hess continued at the end of the 1830s to live a 
rather lonely life in Cologne. ‘Sequestered with my books and ideas’, he was to 
write to Auerbach on 15 March 1840, ‘I am out of touch with literature and 
have little opportunity for contact with literary people.’ 

And yet there he was, intervening in the increasingly heated debate between 
Hegel’s disciples of the Right and Left. His new work, The European Triarchy ~ 
in which he developed a ‘philosophy of action’ and otherwise proved himself an 
original and far-sighted political and social thinker — was to earn him the 
respect of advanced intellectual circles. 

While acknowledging Hegel’s greatness, Hess declares in his second book 
that ‘a philosophy of history which, like Hegel’s, recognized as rational only 
the past and the present “what is” has accomplished only half its task.’ 
Although the revolutionary kernel is inherent in the Hegelian dialectic, Hegel 
himself, for reasons dictated by time, circumstance and his own temperament, 
shied away from predicting the future. Yet, Hess submitted, it is the task of a 
philosophy of history to examine the past and the present, and out of these two 
known dimensions — what has been and what is — to deduce a third and 
unknown dimension, that of the future that is in the process of taking shape. By 
solving this task, the philosophy of history becomes a philosophy of action,33 
and it is this added new dimension that places the whole of world history in a 
new light. 

So far only a Polish student of Hegel, August von Cieszkowski, had spoken 
in a study published in 1838 of the need for a ‘philosophy of action’ which, 
instead of presenting man as the unconscious tool of ‘the World Spirit’, ought 
in future to turn to ‘praxis’ and enable man to shape his own life and social con- 
dition.3+ The philosophy of action, however, had been independently foreshad- 
owed by Hess in 1837 in his first book, in his future-oriented view of history 
moving towards the New Age. In The European Triarchy he went much further. 
First, he made the social problem his paramount consideration; and secondly, 
he took the Young Hegelian Left to task for going overboard in their abstract 
speculations on the future, dismissing all past history without realizing or car- 
ing that, in the process, they were discarding the ethical values accumulated in 
the course of it. He pointed out to them that Hegel’s philosophy had remained 
in the abstract realm of the ‘pure Idea’: it could not create any new historic real- 
ity. What could do that was the blend of speculative philosophy and philosophy 
of action whereby Spinoza in his Ethics had bridged the gulf between past and 
future. 

Hegel had acknowledged Spinoza’s role ‘in the emergence of the knowledge 
of God which he himself, Hegel, continued and developed.’ But Hegel’s philos- 
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ophy was unable ‘to transcend itself? and advance to Spinoza’s synthesis of 
speculative thought and philosophy of action which, putting an end to the 
Christian separation of spirit and matter, had reconciled body and soul, politics 
and religion, morality and social concerns under a single set of principles gov- 
erning both nature and the reality of human life. 

In a veiled reference to the need for ‘political freedom’, Hess wrote that the 
Reformation in Germany had ‘emancipated the human spirit. But if you are 
against full realization of the freedom of the spirit, why emancipate it? You 
would have done better to leave it shackled in paganism, Judaism or the 
Catholic Church... Zf political freedom without freedom of the mind is a 
monstrosity, then the latter without the former [i.e., without political freedom] is 
ano lesser monstrosity.’35 

Hess’s philosophy of action was in fact part of a wider programme for the 
social and political reorganization of Europe. What he was telling the Young 
Hegelian Left was that ‘the philosophy of action is the viable germ of the future’, 
and that Hegel had done only half the job. But in his revolutionary potential he 
had left behind a veritable treasure which they, as his heirs, must further develop 
by nursing this germ and working actively to change the present, instead of 
indulging in violent but passive theoretical criticism and ‘sterile metaphysics’. 

It was not only by propounding a philosophy of action that Hess was in 
advance of the radical Young Hegelian Left. The European Triarchy — as Hess 
himself, in a first reference to it, described it to Auerbach on 15 March 1840 — 
dealt with ‘the social problem, which, as you can see from the newspapers, is 
now on the agenda in England. It is becoming clear, as I suggested in my Holy 
History of Mankind, that our century is the staging-period for a revolution 
whose consequences will be more far-reaching and profound than the one pro- 
duced by the last.’3° 

Except for a section produced in 1839, Hess wrote most of The European 
Triarchy in 1840, during the feverish year in which a new king came to the 
throne of Prussia, sounds of war could be heard between Prussia and France, 
and there was a general war scare in Europe as a result of the ‘Oriental crisis’ 
and the sequence of events which led to the formation of the Quadruple 
Alliance, the British bombardment of Beirut and the fall of the Thiers govern- 
ment in Paris. 

In the midst of this military and diplomatic crisis, Hess was actually fore- 
casting the ultimate emergence of a united Europe and, at the same time, laying 
the foundation of Marxism ahead of Marx himself. Then, when he met that 
‘young man’ in the flesh and instantly recognized in him ‘the greatest, perhaps 
the only living genuine philosopher’, he began a close collaboration that lasted 
nearly ro years until he was displaced by the young Engels. 
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Hess’s relationship with the historic Marx-Engels duo was to be marked by 
an up-and-down struggle to maintain his independence of mind and his view of 
a fundamentally ethical world order against their dogmatic economic determin- 
ism. ‘Not the needs of the stomach’ alone prompt social reform or revolution, 
he was to argue, but also ‘the needs of the heart’ and ideas springing from a 
sense of justice. 
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Karl Marx arrived in Berlin in October 1836, the year the first train steamed 
into London and elegant hansom cabs for two, recently patented by a Mr 
Hansom, began to appear in its streets. Victoria, the future Queen of Great 
Britain, was 17 and Marx was one year older almost to the day. 

For public transport, steam-driven trams had been plying the streets of 
London for some years now. Berlin had only horse-drawn omnibuses and some 
sections of the city could be reached only across open fields. Some of the origi- 
nal defence walls ringing the medieval city had been torn down, but, except at 
the spacious and relatively new Brandenburg Gate (built in the 1790s), access to 
the centre was still via the old toll-gates — the Potsdamer Tor, Frankfurter Tor, 
etc. — flanked by disused little gatehouses. 

With some 300,000 inhabitants, Berlin — capital of 15 million Prussians — 
was the second largest German city after Vienna. But it was a city barely begin- 
ning to emerge into modernity, and as Prussia itself was a young and upstart 
country, it lacked the character, tradition and civic spirit, of a capital, as 
Madame de Staél had already noted. 

‘Berlin is not a city at all,’ Heine wrote some 8 years before Marx’s arrival 
there. A Cologne art connoisseur had described it as a conglomerate rather than 
a city — parts of it looking like ‘a larger (provincial) Mannheim’, the river boats 
on the Spree like a Dutch scene, while the ‘enormously tall’ Old Castle and the 
statues at the start of the famous Unter den Linden promenade evoked some- 
thing of Paris. A remarkable number of people also noted Russian influences 
and certain features reminiscent of St Petersburg. ‘Much of St Petersburg has 
stuck here,’ a Berlin poet and journalist wrote in 1841; and almost 30 years later 
Dostoyevsky, arriving ‘tired, livid and stiff, after a 48-hour train journey 
through rain and fog, was horror-struck when he ‘suddenly perceived at first 
glance only this: that Berlin was incredibly reminiscent of Petersburg. The 
same straight, ruler-drawn streets, the same smells...”" 

In Marx’s youth, Berlin housed military-minded Prussia’s largest garrison. 
As a royal residence and government centre, it teemed not only with army men 
and Junkers in uniform, but with court officials and the whole hierarchy of 
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office-holders — who in those days were mostly titled aristocrats — running the 
various Ministries that controlled Prussia’s centralist bureaucracy. The city had 
hardly any industrial plants and not much of a financial haute volée, though not 
a few of its residents were wealthy noblemen. 

It was, in short, a staid, placid and — according to some contemporaries — 
‘dead’ but strictly regulated city in which a ‘churchyard stillness and barrack- 
room atmosphere’ prevailed. Yet it was young Marx’s first big city, and though 
lacking the bustle, spirit and charm of Paris, it was a far cry from God-forsaken 
Trier and the quiet little academe of Bonn. 

And this city of soldiers, shopkeepers and ‘royal’ civil servants was also a city 
of scholars. ‘Look! The University next to the Arsenal!’ Professor Eduard Gans 
once instructed a French visitor. ‘That is the symbol of Prussia.’ Characteristi- 
cally, the imposing Arsenal on Unter den Linden was the first great ‘modern’ 
building put up in Berlin at the end of the 17th century. It may have been char- 
acteristic, too, that the many war symbols and victory trophies decorating its 
walls and portals — eagles, escutcheons, palm and laurel leaves, as well as Med- 
usa heads — included 22 statuary representations not of its fallen heroes, but of 
the impaled figures of its enemies. 

Along Unter den Linden, besides the Arsenal and the University, rose the 
Opera House with its ‘Corinthian Temple’ architecture, as well as some rich 
private mansions. Berlin had a famous Singakademie, plenty of concert music, 
and a Komddiehaus with more than 600 seats. There was the Tiergarten and 
there were coffee-houses and taverns; gardens and tall-spired churches as well 
as monumental buildings. 

That first year at the University, Marx chiefly studied law under two of Ber- 
lin’s most influential professors: jurisprudence under Baron Friedrich Karl von 
Savigny and criminal law under Eduard Gans. Between these two men a quiet 
battle had been going on ever since 1822 when Hegel obtained the appointment 
of Gans, his 25-year-old disciple, to an assistant professorship, only to see it 
quashed after most of the faculty, led by Savigny — the veteran and distin- 
guished but dryasdust jurist dubbed by Heine ‘the Troubadour of Pandects’ — 
objected on the grounds of the candidate’s religion. 

Hegel continued to favour Gans and was merely biding his time for another 
opportunity. When the French philosopher Victor Cousin was arrested as a ‘sub- 
versive’ in Dresden, Hegel — obtaining his transfer to Berlin under conditions of 
house arrest — directed Gans, who spoke French, to keep him company. This was a 
mutually profitable move, for Gans privately initiated Cousin into the substance of 
Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, and, when he followed Cousin to Paris on his return, 
was introduced to his colleagues at the Sorbonne. Gans acquainted other leading 
French intellectuals with Hegel’s ideas and made valuable contacts for himself. 
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But it was only on his return from Paris towards the end of 1825, by which 
time he was ready to change his religion, that Gans obtained an assistant profes- 
sorship, and finally in 1828 a full one. Between then and 1836, he had emerged 
as a radical humanist academic. He had made more visits to Paris, and had not 
only adopted Saint-Simon’s programme for the social transformation of 
society, but become its spokesman in Germany. Since Savigny and Gans offered 
different interpretations of Hegel (who had died in 1831), the battle between 
them in the Law Faculty had shifted to philosophical ground. 


Today Gans concluded his lecture on the philosophy of history. So 
many had come to listen that the large hall with its gilt decorations 
was filled to overflowing. The eloquent professor lifted the curtain 
for a glimpse of the future... The lower classes will catch up with the 
higher ones, just as the middle class has caught up with the nobility. 
History, ceasing to be inaccessible to the lower classes... will then 
comprise all classes equally, all will become active members of 
history... Tears came into my eyes. The large audience sat in solemn 
silence, as though taking leave of the Past and hearkening in awe to 
the giant steps of the approaching Future, which seemed to knock on 
the doors of the great old hall.? 


This was the effect on V.S. Pecherin, a 27-year-old Russian who was in Berlin on 
a scholarship, of a lecture delivered by Eduard Gans in 1834. Pecherin, who 
returned to Russia with a Berlin degree and taught for some years in St Peters- 
burg, but was to take the first occasion to flee Russia ‘as one flees the plague’, 
acccurately noted that the future revealed by Gans corresponded to the Saint- 
Simonist vision. Savigny, the leader of the so-called ‘historical’ school of 
jurisprudence — treating law as an organic development of the nation’s past, 
customs and institutions — stressed the conservative side of Hegel’s philosophy 
as justifying Prussian absolutism. Aristocratic, nearly 60 and more or less a reac- 
tionary, he was to become Prussia’s Minister of Justice within 5 years of Marx’s 
arrival. 

Gans, the baptized Jew, was a different sort of scholar altogether: 40 years 
old in 1836, with round face and side whiskers, his head decked by a thick 
crown of curly hair, he was restless, apoplectic and a lively speaker who now 
had ‘the whole of Berlin’ sitting up and listening to his daring opinions on sup- 
pressed topics of the day. 

Gans stressed the modern aspect of flux, change and movement dialectically 
implicit in Hegel’s view of history. In a book published in 1836 he had the temer- 
ity to speak of ‘hundreds of emaciated and miserable men and women’ in facto- 
ries slaving for a single master for a pittance, and to ask: ‘Do you not call it slavery 
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when a man is exploited like an animal, even if he is otherwise free to die of star- 
vation?... That the state must care for the poorest and most numerous class... is a 
deep view into our times, and the pages of history will one day be filled to over- 
flowing with the struggle of the proletarians against the middle class...’ 

Hegel seemed to have answered all the questions, solved all the problems of a 
baffled world and left nothing for his disciples to do but sit back and enjoy their 
bliss. But the world continued out of sorts, and intellectual unrest had set in. 
Berlin University, unlike others in Germany, admitted the general public to the 
lectures of its professors. Gans’s ideas were like a breath of fresh air in those 
‘fusty times’ and his eloquence attracted not only students, but capacity audi- 
ences — including clerics as well as officers, officials and artists. They were 
widely talked about, for the subjects he discussed — such as the lot of ‘the poor- 
est and most numerous class’, in the Saint-Simonist formulation — were almost 
unthinkable at the time as a public topic in Berlin. 

Prussia’s old King Friedrich Wilhelm IHI, the last European monarch to hold 
his throne since the time of the French Revolution, was allied both to Tsar 
Nicholas I (besides being his father-in-law) and to Metternich, and remained a 
dyed-in-the-wool reactionary. In New York, by 1836, James Gordon Bennett 
had founded the cheap mass-circulation Daily Herald. In Paris, too, where the 
Arc de Triomphe had just been completed, two popular newspapers, La Presse 
and Le Siécle, made their first appearance that year. Other papers, in spite of the 
‘September Laws’, continued to criticize and battle with the government. In 
Prussia there was no such thing: no free newspapers or uncensored books, no 
public meetings, performances or academic institutions which were not super- 
vised by Metternich’s central commission, which continued to keep an eye on 
‘subversion’ in all 36 German Länder. In short, there was no platform where 
political or social ideas could be openly aired. 

Of course, censorship varied according to time, place and the whims and 
watchfulness of individual officials. In the Prussian capital it was, if anything, 
stricter than in most other places in Germany, There was a measure of acade- 
mic freedom at some of the universities, partly because they were state-con- 
trolled, and partly because of the great respect in which scholars were held in 
Germany. Indeed, when the new King of Hanover abolished its Constitution in 
1837 and peremptorily dismissed 7 Göttingen professors for daring to protest 
his suppression of it, there was an outcry all over Germany. 

Besides counteracting Savigny’s reactionary conception of law, Gans also 
taught modern history in a cycle of lectures titled ‘The Last Fifty Years’. This 
gave him a chance to discuss the French Revolution; he presented it as a for- 
ward movement and dwelt freely on its ineffaceable political consequences. For 
a time he was tolerated, the King and his advisers relying on the preponderant 
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old guard of conservative professors to combat his influence and uphold the 
hallowed values of the absolutist ‘German-Christian’ state. A year or so later, 
however, his lectures were to grow so ‘free’ that they were repeatedly banned. 
Even Heine, who never forgave Gans his baptism — in spite, or because, of his 
own apostasy — could not help admiring the courageous stand of his one-time 
friend. In his book on Ludwig Marcus, Heine was to go on castigating Gans, 
the president of Berlin’s erstwhile Jewish Verein, as ‘the captain who... saved 
himself first’ from the foundering ship. But, recognizing the Gans-Savigny 
conflict for what it was — the new fighting the old, liberal ideas trying to break to 
the surface through the crust of reaction that enveloped politically muzzled 
Berlin — he could not forgo singling out Gans as ‘the most energetic apostle of 
Hegelian philosophy’, the man who ‘savagely fought the lackeys of antique 
Roman Law ... Poor Herr von Savigny! How his soul whimpers and whines 
under his [Gans’s] kicks...’ 

Gans was dead when Heine wrote this (in 1844) and otherwise paid him 
tribute as a fiery spirit who unmasked the ‘servility’ inherent in Savigny’s effort 
to dress up Roman law in modern garb and thus ‘furthered the development of 
the idea of liberty in Germany.’ But in 1836 the brilliant Gans, who was very 
popular with his students, still had three years to shine. 

Although Karl Marx did not take to Hegel immediately, and in Berlin con- 
tinued to write poetry as a sideline, he followed the philosophical dispute 
between the Law Faculty’s two rival luminaries with great interest. At the end 
of the first semester, Savigny’s report stated that Karl Marx was an ‘industri- 
ous’ student, but from the fact that Gans gave him a higher mark — ‘exception- 
ally industrious’ — it seems that he made the greater impression on Gans. 


On one of his first walks in Berlin, Marx had noticed a plaque on a building in 
the Leipziger Strasse — LESSING LiveD HERE — and, deciding that what was good 
for Germany’s great classicist was good for himself, promptly rented lodgings 
there. In this respectable and rather expensive neighbourhood he was centrally 
located, close to the heart of the capital, and only a short way from the Univer- 
sity. The University overlooked the approach to Berlin’s Opera House, but the 
new arrival from Trier, at least by his own account, had no eyes for the gay 
scene of ‘smart coaches, marching soldiers and sporting nymphs’ which had 
kept Heine’s eyes glued to the classroom windows 15 years earlier. Having duti- 
fully delivered his father’s letters of introduction to Justice Jaeningen, Justice 
Esser and Privy Councillor Meurin — all members of the Rhenish High Court 
of Appeals — Marx had been well received and invited to their homes, but he 
never bothered to call again. His father was appalled by his son’s ‘impolitic and 
rude neglect’ of these gentlemen and their kindness. 
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‘Frequenting society’, Heinrich reminded him on 3 February 1837, more 
than three months after his departure, could be ‘diverting, recreational and 
instructive’ for a young man. Besides, now that Karl was ‘no longer alone’, but 
had his fiancée to consider, these contacts might be important for his future, 
Karl must cultivate them, but must do so, ‘it goes without saying, in an hon- 
ourable and worthy manner.’* 

Karl Marx, not yet 19, thought little of this worthy advice, and even less of 
spending his time in the company of dignified judges. In fact, having come to 
Berlin ‘to study jurisprudence’, driven by an irresistible ‘urge to grapple with 
philosophy’ and to combine it with law and art into a single grand system, he 
soon dropped out of society altogether. Deserting the world in order to 
‘immerse myself in scholarship and art’, he shut himself in and spent practi- 
cally the whole of his first year in Berlin on his self-imposed task, wrestling on 
his own with philosophy and aesthetics, reading law and writing poetry in 
between. 

The extraordinary story of his disorganized life and activities during his first 
year in Berlin was unreeled backwards in a famous letter he wrote to his father 
on the night of 10/11 November 1837, 13 months after his arrival there, the 
only letter of any he wrote in nearly 4 years to have been preserved: 


When I left you a new world had just opened before me, the world of 
love, at first a love drunk with longing and hopeless desire... Arrived 
in Berlin, I broke all existing ties, made only few and reluctant 
visits... In my then state of mind, lyric poetry inevitably became my 
first interest, at any rate the most agreeable... But my whole previous 
development made this poetry purely idealistic. My heaven, my art, 
became a distant Beyond, as distant as my love... Everything real 
grew misty... Feeling was expressed without moderation or form, 
nothing was natural ... everything built of moonshine... rhetorical 
reflections... perhaps also a certain warmth of emotion and youthful 
exuberance. These are the characteristics of all the poems of the 
three volumes that Jenny received from me.5 


He had sent the first of these volumes, The Book of Love, to Jenny for Christmas 
1836. When she picked it up at the Marx home on 27 December, she was moved 
to tears, but Marx’s father was horrified that his son — far from taking his 
responsibilities seriously — was again wasting his time on bad poetry and fruit- 
less philosophic speculations, The next day Sophie wrote to assure her brother 
that ‘Jenny loves you; if the difference in age worries her it is only because of her 
parents. She will now try to prepare them little by little... Jenny visits us often... 
She is never allowed to leave us before ten o’clock, how do you like that?” 
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But on the same day that Sophie sent this hopeful intelligence their father 
began his series of alarmed letters: 


28 December 1836: I have spoken to Jy [Jenny]. I wish I could have 
entirely reassured her. I did my best, but not everything can be rea- 
soned away. She has no ideas as yet how her parents will react to the 
relationship... I leave it to you to appreciate [her] situation... She is 
making an immeasurable sacrifice for you — she shows a self-abnega- 
tion which reason alone can fully value. Woe betide you if ever in 
your life you should forget that!... 


Again the lawyer was appealing to his son, who would have to work many years 
before he could offer Jenny anything like security, to show his mettle and prove 
that he merited the world’s respect, could earn and ‘win it at the double-quick, 
proving your steadfastness and future earnest striving, and imposing silence on 
evil tongues. How best to make a start is something you alone can decide...’ 

Karl, who had been impressed by Professor Gans’s criticism of existing legal 
institutions, apparently gave his father some idea of the faults he found with 
them, for in the same letter of 28 December, Heinrich Marx reacted to his son’s 
ambitious scheme to devise a grand new legal-philosophical system with the 
following dry, diplomatic lines: ‘Your views on law are not without truth, but if 
welded into a system they are apt to produce storms [of controversy], and you 
have no idea how violent scholarly disputes can become.’ He advised Karl to 
moderate ‘offensive’ passages and express them in more acceptable form ‘if 
they cannot be completely removed.”® 

Five weeks later, having become, against his will, his son’s confidential love- 
courier and go-between, he communicated to Kar! the impression — his own, or 
gained from Jenny — that her parents didn’t want to know anything about the 
engagement. He had other joyless news for him, along with advice: 


3 February 1837:... I have gained the unlimited confidence of your 
Jy. But the good, lovable girl is ceaselessly tormenting herself, she is 
afraid of harming you by causing you to overstrain yourself... A 
letter from you — which you may enclose — could comfort her, but it 
must not be one dictated by the fantasies of a poet. It should be full 
of tender, devoted feelings of pure love, as I have no doubt yours is, 
but it must clarify your relationship and set out your specific hopes 
clearly and with firmness, so that they carry conviction... 


What do you think of your father? Don’t you find that I am amaz- 
ingly well qualified for the role of broker? How badly I might be 
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judged were my intervention known! What impure motives could 
not be imputed to me! But I have nothing to reproach myself with. 


Young Marx’s enormous labours on the ‘system’ would eventually turn out to 
have been futile. But only his long letter of 10/11 November 1837 afforded his 
father (and us) a retrospective glimpse of some of his life at the beginning of 
that year, and some idea of the tremendous energies applied to his self-imposed 


task by a youth not yet 19: 


... I had to study jurisprudence and felt above al] an urge to wrestle 
with philosophy. Both became so intertwined that I went through 
Heineccius, Thibaut and the sources like a schoolboy, completely 
uncritically; for instance, I translated the first two books of Pandects 
into German and also tried to elaborate a philosophy that would 
cover the whole field of law. As introduction I prefixed a few meta- 
physical propositions and carried on this ill-starred opus as far as 


public law...9 


In short, he was engaged in a growing ‘work of almost three hundred pages’. It 
continued to grow, and while writing it he not only translated the two books of 
Pandects — the 50-book collection of Roman Law codified by Justinian in the 
6th century — but got into the habit of scribbling down whole passages from all 
the books he read. Working day and night, engrossed in philosophical specula- 
tions or copying long excerpts from Lessing’s Laokoon, Solger’s Ermin, Winck- 
elmann’s History of Art, Luden’s German History, and other works, he was 
developing the life-long habit that, on any question that interested him, would 
make him devour everything ever written about it and fill copious notebooks 
with his comments and ideas. At the moment, in Berlin, he was of course too 
busy and absorbed to write home frequently, but translated Tacitus’s Germania 
and Ovid’s Tristia — and, given to excess in everything — also began ‘to learn 
English and Italian on my own, i.e. out of grammars, though I have not yet got 
anywhere with them...’ 

This part of Marx’s letter, which was to become known in time as his letter 
of confession, describes only the first of his eventually fruitless labours that 
year. In February, Jenny suddenly sulked and obstinately refused to write him a 
word before and unless their betrothal was made public. At the same time his 
father, misled by the number of courses for which his son had registered — and 
having no precise idea of his activities until Kar] unreeled the whole story 
retroactively that November — was under the false impression, and ‘overjoyed’, 
that Karl was energetically ‘striving to consolidate your future vigorously and 
with dignity. Only, dear Karl, do not fall into the opposite, and don’t overdo 
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anything,’ he warned him — in vain, but with good reason, in his letter of 3 Feb- 
ruary. Before the New Year, Karl had mentioned that he would aim at an acade- 
mic career. His father found that an excellent plan, and the idea of his son’s 
eventually achieving a professorship in spite of his youth cropped up before he 
had completed his first winter at university. 

The winter term was to end around Easter time. Now, at the start of Febru- 
ary 1837, Heinrich Marx, having already once assured the boy who was the 
apple of his eye that he had many years to live to his and his family’s benefit — 
‘and if my pre-sentiment is not wrong, to the benefit of mankind’ — reassured 
him that one more semester wouldn’t matter. Confident that ‘with your natural 
gifts and present industry you will achieve your aim,’ but knowing his tendency 
to excess and mental overwork, he cautioned him ‘not to neglect the body’. 
Health was ‘the most precious asset’ of all, and scholars needed it more than 
anyone. To keep him healthy and in good cheer, Marx sent a consignment of 
wine to Karl. And before he realized that Karl was going to run up living 
expenses that year approaching the annual salary on which a Berlin City Coun- 
cillor had to maintain a family, he also sent him ‘a letter of credit [for a sum] 
higher than you asked for... since I now have confidence that you will not spend 
more than is necessary.”?° 

By March, however, Heinrich Marx sounded a double alarm bell. Not only 
was he worried by his son’s character — ‘is your heart equal to your head, to your 
abilities? Has it room for... tender, earthly feelings? Will you ever be receptive to 
truly human, domestic bliss?’ etc. — but there was a new anxiety about Jenny, 
whom he had come ‘to love like my own child’. 


2 March 1837:... I have noticed a disquieting phenomenon in Jy. She 
shows at times, against her will, a kind of fear, a fear heavy with fore- 
boding, which does not escape me. 


What does, what could it mean? I am unable to explain it, but unfor- 
tunately my experience is not easily deceived. 


Your rise in the world, the flattering hope of some day seeing your 
name in high renown... [these] are illusions which I have long 
nursed... But I can assure you that the realization of these illusions 
[alone] will not make me happy. Only if your heart remains pure and 
purely human and no demonic genius is ever capable of alienating 
your heart and estranging it from its better feelings — only then will I 
find the happiness that, through you, I have been dreaming of for 
years. Otherwise, the most beautiful purpose of my life will be 
destroyed..." 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


In Berlin young Marx, grappling with the philosophy and ‘the metaphysics of 
law, as I gratuitously christened it — i.e., first principles, reflections, definitions’ 
— had been spending sleepless nights dividing ‘the whole field of law’ before he 
realized that the ‘ill-starred’ Jong opus resulting from his cerebrations was 
“written with boring prolixity’, ‘full of hair-splitting’, and suffered from the 
same flaw as his poetry. Just as in the latter ‘the conflict between what “is” and 
what “ought” to be’ had led to ‘rhetorical reflections taking the place of poetic 
thoughts’, so in his philosophy of the law, ‘the same opposition of “is” and 
“ought”, which is the peculiar hallmark of idealism, proved a disturbing hin- 
drance and engendered [a] hopelessly mistaken division’ between form and 
content. 

Come November, in the famous letter of confession, he would go on explain- 
ing at great length to his father how this erroneous division had fouled up his 
philosophy of the law, making him ‘barbarously misuse’ Roman conceptions ‘in 
order to force them into my system’; and how abstract ‘definitions divorced 
from all actual law and every form of law, just as they are in Fichte’, led him 
from the start into ‘mathematical dogmatism’, and ‘obstructed any grasp of the 
truth’ in his metaphysics as well: ‘The nature of the triangle permits the math- 
ematician to construct and demonstrate it, but it remains a pure abstraction in 
space and does not develop any further.’ 

Some time before the end of February, he gave up, after almost 300 pages 
and a vast effort, convinced that his legal-philosophical system would get 
nowhere because in the ‘living world of ideas’ it was not enough to ‘circle round 
a subject, reasoning back and forth...’ Rather, ‘when we give concrete expres- 
sion to the living world of thought, that of Law, the State, Nature and the 
whole of philosophy, the object itself must be studied in its own development, 
arbitrary divisions must not be intruded and the rationale of the Thing itself 
must evolve out of its inner contradictions and find unity within itself." 

The historian Arnold Kiinzli has commented that young Marx, in his philo- 
sophical speculations, was unconsciously grappling with his own basic existen- 
tial problem: his search for the reality of ‘the Thing’ (or object) itself was a 
desperate attempt to end his alienation from the world at large and to make 
contact — on an abstract intellectual level — with reality. Marx himself referred 
to this alienation in his letter when describing his state towards the end of the 
winter semester: ‘My manifold occupations kept me awake many a night during 
the first term. I fought many battles, struggled with much inner turmoil and 
external proddings — and yet in the end I found myself not richer than before, 
while I had deserted nature, art and the world, and had alienated friends.’ 

In March he found himself at a dead end, with his father’s ‘external prod- 
dings’ and reproaches hanging over him, and worried by Jenny’s refusal to write. 
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The only clue to her ‘fears’ and to what was going on at the time in her home is 
a sentence of Heinrich Marx’s informing Karl in February, ‘Jenny I see seldom. 
She is not free to do what she wishes.’ In his letter of 2 March, also, he impres- 
sed upon his ‘man-boy’ of a son that only a lifetime of tender love could com- 
pensate for what she had already suffered, let alone the suffering still in store for 
her; but in the same letter it was father, again, who guided him through his first- 
known crisis with his sweetheart. Karl had apparently offered to write to Baron 
Ludwig von Westphalen formally asking for his daughter’s hand. Heinrich Marx 
reported that Jenny was pleased, but feared so direct an approach. He therefore 
counselled Karl, ‘for her peace of mind, give us eight days’ notice before mailing 
your letter," and he, Heinrich Marx, would prepare the ground for the Baron 
to give his consent. He was the all-round conciliator, the Nestor, mentor and 
tactful negotiator. Indeed, by the end of March, Jenny’s parents are known 
finally to have given the couple their blessing. 

But this was not the end of the imbroglio. Before long, Jenny succumbed to 
some mysterious illness or depression. Heinrich Marx kept assuring his son 
that ‘even a prince could not seduce her away from you. She cleaves to you body 
and soul.’ But months were to pass without her writing him a word. 


In Berlin, Karl was about to complete his first semester. Spring was in the air 
and narrow~waisted young ladies escorted by swaggering Junker officers were 
beginning to parade the new 1837 fashion — puffed-out sleeves and cloche skirts 
showing the ankle — up and down Unter den Linden. Marx, to go by his tele- 
scoped November account, hardly noticed them. Unable ‘to get by without phi- 
losophy’, and undaunted by defeat, he reacted to the trouble with Jenny by 
throwing himself once again into philosophy’s embrace and seeking solace 
there in vain: ‘I wrote a new basic system of metaphysics, but when it was fin- 
ished I was again forced to realize its futility, and the perverse topsy-turviness 
of it and of all my previous endeavours.’"4 

Reverting to his first love, he had also taken up poetry again. ‘At the end of 
the term once more I sought the dance of the Muses and the music of the 
Satyrs...’ He wrote ballads and sonnets, began a comic novel, Scorpion and Felix, 
and tried his hand at writing a ‘fantastic drama’ to be called Oulanem. Later he 
was to find that the one was ‘forced’ and the other uninspired, but all the same in 
April he prepared clean copies of the play and several chapters of the novel, and 
also gathered 4o of his ballads and assorted poems into a neatly handwritten 
volume, bearing the dedication ‘To My DEAR FATHER ON HIS BIRTHDAY, 1837: A 
WEAK MARK OF ETERNAL LOVE’, and sent the whole parcel to Trier. 

He would be 19 in May. With prospects a long way off of a ‘professorship’, or 
even a lower-rung academic post, and his father during the summer constantly 
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badgering him with his ‘responsibility’ towards Jenny, he aired a variety of 
schemes: he would make a name for himself by emulating Lessing and becom- 
ing a playwright; or distinguish himself as a poet, or as a drama critic; he might 
even launch a theatre journal. 

By August he heard from his father that Jenny had been ill for a long time; 
and a few months later he received the following cryptic information: “That she 
loves you with the most selfless love is beyond a doubt, and she was not far from 
sealing it with her death.’ 

Jenny’s trouble was not the only one that summer. By August, Heinrich Marx 
too was ill, beginning slowly to succumb to the two hereditary Marx maladies: 
tuberculosis and liver disease. But by that time Karl was no longer in Berlin. 
At the end of April or the beginning of May, collapsing from half a year’s over- 
work and emotional tension, he suffered what would nowadays be termed a 
physical and mental breakdown. When a physician sent him to the country to 
rest for a while from his legal and philosophic-cum-literary exertions, he tra- 
versed ‘the whole of the long’ Prussian capital and left it by ‘the gate to Stra- 
lau’. 

Having made his way on foot to this hamlet of fewer than two dozen houses 
nestling on a narrow land arm between the river Spree and the lakes of the 
Havel, he allowed his ‘languishing body’ to ‘mature and acquire a robust 
strength’. A natural (now largely built-up) beauty-spot within short hiking-dis- 
tance of the capital, Stralau had an inn kept by a fisherman which served as a 
favourite rendezvous for some of Berlin’s educated, better-off youths who — 
after a day’s swimming and picnicking — congregated for drinking parties in the 
garden of the inn. There, under the garden trees, young Marx was to relax and 
recuperate from his excess of cerebration and inner travail. But he could not 
rest without philosophy. In November, taking up the tale of his failed attempts 
to build ‘a new metaphysical system’, he described the extraordinary transfor- 
mation that came over him at Stralau, though not before more stormy wrestl- 
ing and arguments — with himself, with Hegel’s ideas and with some of Hegel’s 
young disciples, such as a Dr Rutenberg, whom he met at Stralau: 


A curtain had fallen, my holy of holies had been shattered and new 
gods had to be found.... Setting out from idealism — which, by the 
way, I compared and nourished with that of Kant and Fichte — I 
came to the point of seeking the Idea in the real itself. If the gods had 
formerly dwelt above the world, they had now become its centre. '5 


Kiinzli, who sees in young Marx an ‘obstructed rabbi’, is not surprised that his 
‘psychological conflict’ in Berlin should have led to his physical collapse or that 
he should desperately have searched for ‘the Thing’, the ‘idea in the real’. In his 
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view, the 19-year-old’s attempted ‘philosophical reconstruction of the God 
from whom he had been alienated, the God who to his forefathers represented 
reality pure and simple’, was a bold leap forward. It shows Marx’s creative side, 
but it operated only on the intellectual plane. Marx’s ‘inner conflict’ and his 
alienation from society would remain unresolved, for, while his intellectual 
forefathers acted within ‘the pre-established harmony’ of their religion and 
their people and were able to unite ‘the transcendental with the living reality of 
a human community’, Marx had been estranged from both.'® 

Even if an element of genetic culture had been transmitted to the young 
Marx, he was of course completely unconscious of it. But as for the way the 
unconscious acted to heighten his creative power and his intellectualism at the 
expense of his emotional faculties, we have only his own story of his travail and 
precoccupations at Stralau to go on: ‘I had read fragments of Hegel’s philoso- 
phy, but disliked its grotesque, craggy melody. Once again I wanted to dive off 
into the sea, but this time with the firm intention of finding our intellectual 
nature to be just as necessary, concrete, and firmly established as our physical 
one. I wanted to stop fencing and bring the pure pearls up into the sunlight.’ 

With renewed vigour he set about the task of writing ‘a philosophic-dialecti- 
cal discussion of the godhead as it manifests itself per se, as religion, as nature, 
as history.’ Intent on ‘reuniting art and science, which had wholly diverged’, he 
plunged into new studies, natural science, Schelling and history. The result was 
a 24-page essay in dialogue form. And what happened was that ‘this work... this 
dearest child of mine, reared by moonlight’ and titled Cleanthes, or the Starting 
Point and Necessary Progress of Philosophy, caused him ‘endless headaches and is 
so confusedly written — for it had actually to be a new logic — that even I can 
now hardly make head or tail of it...’ and it delivered him, ‘like a false siren’, 
straight into the hands of the enemy — Hegel. 

Marx was so annoyed, so stunned, at his forced surrender that, ‘unable to 
think for several days, I ran like a lunatic around the garden by the dirty waters 
of the Spree... I even went on a hunting party with my landlord, ran to Berlin 
and wanted to embrace every street loafer I met.’ 

Next, in the summer semester which would end in August, he studied — 
‘industriously’, according to Professor Helffter’s mark in the University record — 
Ecclesiastical Law, Common German Civil Procedure and Prussian Civic Law. 
But the dry record gives no idea of his labours or his continued struggle with 
Hegel. Straining to find the Absolute, the universal ‘Idea’, he devoured more 
heavy books, which he listed in the November letter to his father — among them 
Savigny’s Lam of Property, Feuerbach and Grohlmann’s Criminal Law, Kramer’s 
De Verborum Significatione, Wanning-Lagenheim’s System of Pandects, and Müh- 
lenbruch’s Doctrina Pandectarum, individual works by Lauterbach, Civil Trials 
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and above all Canon Law. The first part of Canon Law alone (Gratian’s Concordia 
discortantum Canonum) contains several thousand ecclesiastical documents, but 
he also translated part of Aristotle’s Rhetoric, read Francis Bacon’s De Argumentis 
Scientiarum, studied Reimarus’s On the Instincts of Animals ‘with great delight’, 
besides working his way ‘through the capitularies of the Frankish kings [i.e., their 
collection of ordinances] and the letters that the Popes addressed to them.’ The 
result was that his health gave way again to the strain of inner and outer pres- 
sures. 

‘Upset by Jenny’s illness and the futility of my fruitless and shipwrecked 
intellectual endeavours, I fell sick, as I have already written to you, dear father.’ 
The letter mentioned has not survived, but to judge from his father’s reply of 
12 August, it was a letter full of laments, written in a ‘black’ mood. Reminding 
Karl that ‘you must and will soon become the father of a family,’ he appealed to 
him not to ‘tear your heart and that of your dearest at the slightest storm’, but 
to face upsets ‘with manly courage, composure, resignation and good cheer.’ 
Karl had many excellent qualities, but in view of Jenny and ‘your coming alli- 
ance’, his father called on him to curb ‘your raging passions, violent outbursts 
and sickly susceptibility.’ 

Indeed, whatever the unconscious, irrational element at work in the dynamic 
young Marx, his anger at his inability to vanquish Hegel was such that — as he 
recapitulated events in the November letter — ‘when I recovered, my consuming 
vexation at having to make an idol of a view I hated made me burn all my poems 
and sketches for novels.’"7 

Jenny’s mysterious illness, coupled with Heinrich Marx’s remark that she 
was not far from ‘sealing’ her love with her death — and the occurrence of the 
word ‘suicide’ in a letter of hers to Karl — for a time raised the supposition that 
she might have contemplated ending her life. Karts letters to Jenny were even- 
tually to be destroyed by their daughter Laura. Jenny’s letters to him, or those 
that escaped the ‘sifting’ and suppression of many of his papers by successive 
executors (his daughters, Engels, and various Communist Party organs) and 
some others discovered only later, were to end up in Moscow. Of these, as late 
as 1975, only poor, practically illegible photostats were available to Western 
scholars at Amsterdam’s International Institute for Social History. In an 
undated fragment of a letter of hers to Marx, one historian at the beginning of 
the 1970s detected ‘a shrill, almost hysterical tone’ as well as signs that ‘the rela- 
tionship between Karl and Jenny was not only a highly complex one’, but early 
marked by serious quarrels. 

From the little that could be deciphered, Professor FJ. Raddatz quoted such 
remarks as ‘base’ or ‘vulgar girl’ which he assumed Karl had called Jenny in a 
letter — as well as the following charge by Jenny: 
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It was not just a stabbing glance; you wanted to crush me... If you 
could do that at a moment of highest love transport, what can I 
expect when it has cooled? One... would be suicide, but things must 
be still worse for that... Another time it would be the death of me...!3 


The original of this damaged letter, its beginning and end missing but the 
handwriting restored, has since been published as part of the mammoth 100- 
volume Marx-Engels Gesamtausgabe launched in 1975 by Moscow’s Marx- 
Lenin Institute. The fuller text shows that it was written some time in May 
1838, after Karl had been on a short visit to Trier and he and Jenny had a violent 
verbal altercation in the course of which he called her names. The letter, which 
will be discussed in its proper context, does not enlighten us about the nature of 
Jenny’s condition or the state of affairs between the couple in the summer of 
1837. 

Nor can one say conclusively whether her continued ‘fears’, ‘torment’ and 
‘suffering’ were early symptoms of the nervous depression to which years of 
financial misery with Marx in London would later reduce her, or whether she 
was merely sick to death of waiting, or dying romantically of loneliness, frus- 
tration and possible recriminations she faced at home. On 16 September 1837, 
half a year after Baron von Westphalen’s reluctant approval of the betrothal, the 
older Marx hinted in a letter to Karl at some ambivalence on the part of Jenny’s 
parents when he informed his son: ‘I have not shown your letter to [Baron] 
Westphalen. These very good people are of a peculiar sort. They discuss and 
belabour everything ceaselessly and from so many sides that... since you are not 
going to change your studies this year, I see no reason why I should provide 
them with the stuff for new fantasies...’ 

The Westphalens’ fear, not unreasonable from their viewpoint, was that 
Jenny would end up a wilted old maid before Karl, who might have stolen her 
heart like a furious Roland but was still boyishly uncertain of his vocation, 
could ever offer her a reasonably secure life. To become a teacher, to start a law 
or medical practice — even more, to obtain any kind of professorship ~ Marx, 
after many years of studying for a degree, would have to pass further examina- 
tions by a State Commission. Jenny’s parents might have rich relatives, but they 
themselves lived in genteel poverty and would be unable to contribute to the 
couple’s support. If they ceaselessly discussed and belaboured Karl’s chances of 
a career — or entertained any ‘fantasies’ about making him change his studies — 
it was not only because they believed his prospects to be poor and remote. 
Social prejudice also played a part, and they could not but share the view his 
father impressed on him in December, namely, that with her excellent merits 
and social standing, she was making a great sacrifice by giving up her brilliant 
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position as well as her prospects, tying her destiny to the shaky and bleak future 
of a younger man.”° 

The undisguised antagonism of Jenny’s half-brother Ferdinand, who about 
this time in his career became head of ‘internal affairs’ in the Trier district, with 
the title of Oberregierungsrat, exacerbated these discussions and her parents’ 
misgivings. Between the constant talk at home and the wagging tongues of what 
Jenny herself calls that ‘tiniest, most miserable gossip-nest’ which was Trier, she 
— refusing to see other young men and unable to attend dances unchaperoned — 
found the atmosphere increasingly unbearable. Against it, now and for years to 
come, she had only Karl’s romantic and ‘indescribably beautiful expressions of 
passionate love’ — to use her own words — to cling to. She was ‘mindful of exter- 
nal things, of life and reality.’ All he could offer was a ‘higher, dearer spiritual 
unity’ with him. She wanted to believe in it, but sounded almost like his father 
warning him against his ‘exaggerations of love’ when, more than two years later, 
she wrote: ‘O, Karl, my distress lies precisely in the fact that... the enrapturing 
images conjured up by your imagination, which would fill any other girl with 
ineffable delight, only serve to make me anxious and uncertain...’ 

And yet, sick, depressed, or romantically indisposed, she held out and 
cleaved to him, would remain true to and hold on to him, year after year. But 
some time during that summer of 1837, she temporarily left, perhaps fled, 
dreary, gossip-hungry little Trier without a word to dear Karl in Berlin. 

‘Jenny is not yet back,’ his father informed the complaining young fiancé in a 
letter of 16 September. ‘She has the idea that it is unnecessary to write to you...’ 
And his mother added, ‘I believe that Jenny’s silence stems from a virginal 
shyness’, commenting that this ‘only enhances her other charms and good qual- 
ities.’?? 

Heinrich Marx himself had spent part of August trying to cure a worsening 
cough at Ems spa. From there, on the 12th, he had informed Karl in Berlin that 
his elder sister Sophie was not well either, constantly and ‘unsuccessfully medi- 
cinating’. And his sickly 11-year-old brother Eduard had only some months to 
live. Eduard, Heinrich wrote pathetically in the same letter, had become ‘thin 
and emaciated... a prey to that darkest dejection — actually fear of dying — so 
rare and so heart-rending in children. You know Mother. She does not leave his 
bedside, harassed day and night, and I in constant fear that she will collapse 
under the strain...’ 

He pled with Karl to write to the boy, ‘but make it sound as if he were com- 
pletely well again.’ And his mother, too, was in want of encouragement. A letter 

from Karl would ‘do wonders for her mood.’ 

How did Karl react to the crisis at home? According to his father, hardly at all. 
Sometimes he did not write home for months on end, and then only in ‘mean- 
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ingless’, fragmentary notes unrelated to previous correspondence. He had a way 
of glossing over inconvenient questions, jumping to new subjects and dropping 
old ones like ‘still-born children’ never to be heard of again. And some of his 
rare, no longer existing letters consisted of no more than a few hastily scribbled 
lines. 

‘Yes’, his father noted with bitter sarcasm several months later, ‘your letter 
did contain something: complaints about Jenny not writing... That was all 
Mister Son had to tell his parents...’ Before that, when writing from Ems, he 
had put his finger on what he deemed a specific flaw in Karl’s character: 


Though I love you more than anyone in the world — your mother 
excepted — I am not blind, and still less do I mean to be blind. I make 
every just allowance for you, but I cannot altogether help thinking that 
you are rather more of an egotist than is necessary for self-preserva- 
tion... To abandon one’s self to sorrow at the slightest contrary wind, 
to bare a wounded heart at every grief and to tear the hearts of the 
loved ones as well — is that what goes by the name of Poetry?... No, 
only weakness, pampering, self-love and arrogance reduce everything 
toone’s self... 


Always gentle when rebuking his son, Heinrich Marx regretted his harsh new 
tone. Admitting that his own temper had been affected by his failing health, the 
accumulation of sick cases in the family, and further by Jenny’s long iliness, ‘the 
ambiguity of my position vis-à-vis the W[estphalen]s — I, who never deviated 
from the straight path’, he reminded Karl that ‘neither honours, nor riches nor 
fame will make your wife and children happy. You alone can do that, your better 
self, your love, your tenderness...’73 

With its advice to him to curb his ‘violent outbursts and sickly susceptibil- 
ity’, the letter of 12 August was one of 4 increasingly reproachful ones in which 
Heinrich Marx — torn between admiration for his son’s intellect and apprehen- 
sions about what he perceived to be his anti-social character — revealed a little- 
known image of young Marx as a weak, self-centred, conceited, hyper-sensitive, 
highly vulnerable young man whose ‘dear ego’ required constant caressing, who 
stamped his foot with rage over Jenny’s silence, or submitted to ‘phantasmally 
black thoughts’. The gravamen of the father’s various accusations was that Karl 
lacked feeling, that he did not relate to other people’s needs and emotions and 
took only a spurious or feigned interest in their troubles while constantly 
bewailing his own. 

None of the future ‘doctors of revolution’ had a more understanding parent 
than Karl Marx’s — not bigoted like Engels’s father, not narrow-minded 
like Bakunin’s, nor doting like Lassalie’s. Anxious and concerned — perhaps 
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over-concerned — to bring out the best in his son, Heinrich Marx throughout 
treated Karl with an ‘instinctive delicacy’ which would be remarked upon a 
century later. Karl had been wavering between poetry, philosophy, law and 
drama, between a ‘professorship’ and a theatre journal? His father went along 
with every one of his projects, but tried to save him from pitfalls. The theatre, 
he pointed out early in March, was a world unto itself fraught with no end 
of ‘intrigues, cabals and jealousies’. Nevertheless, if Karl wished to write for 
the stage, his father was ready to bear the financial cost of the experiment. 
He only suggested that Karl choose a modest subject to try his hand on for a 
start. 

As we know, Karl never wrote any play other than Ou/anem, which by August 
and the end of the summer semester he had burned together with his novels 
and poetry: ‘The Kingdom of True Poetry glittered before my eyes like a 
distant fairy palace’, but distant it remained, ‘and all my creations dissolved into 
nothingness.’ 

While still taking law courses during the summer and reading to exhaustion 
as he struggled with Hegel, he had ventilated various other projects, either seri- 
ously or to fob off his father. By mid-September his father’s nerves snapped. 
With infinite patience he had followed Karl’s staggering activities, manifold 
ambitions and changing schemes for nearly a year. Having impressed upon him 
back in February that he must come to a firm decision — ‘if not this second, then 
this year, and once made, you must keep it firmly in mind and pursue it 
unswervingly’ — he had a sinking feeling that Karl had been frittering away 
another university year and that, far from sticking to a purpose, he had done 
nothing to live up to his responsibilities to Jenny. 

‘Whether you choose this or that for a career is, at bottom, the same to me, 
Heinrich wrote with feigned indifference on 16 September 1837. His innermost 
wish had been, of course, for Karl to follow in his footsteps and become a 
lawyer or jurist, but he made only a curt reference to his disappointment: ‘The 
obvious course seemed repugnant to you, and I must confess that I, seduced by 
your precocious opinions, came round to applauding your opting for the goal of 
a teaching position, whether in jurisprudence or philosophy, and ultimately I 
even found the latter preferable.’ Still, he took up every proposal for a ‘practi- 
cal’ career which Karl sent up like so many trial balloons. The career of a drama 
critic was a meritorious one but took a long time to build. Nor, Heinrich 
remarked, was it a path always strewn with roses — the great Lessing himself, 
for all his fame, ‘lived and died as a poor librarian.’ As for Karl’s suggestion of a 
government post as Assessor in the judiciary, this, with some patronage, was 
occasionally a stepping-stone to better things, but — Heinrich pointed out — an 
Assessor received no salary for several years, and without patronage Karl might 
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in the end find himself stuck indefinitely in the lowly position of an assistant 
judge. 

“What shall I advise you?” Since Karl was not keen on practicing law, a 
‘teaching position’ must remain his ‘end goal... A person could play a great 
role in Bonn as a professor of jurisprudence.’ Literary pursuits — ‘a few dis- 
tinctive works, a great poem or a sterling tragedy or comedy’ — could be recon- 
ciled with, and might even help towards, an academic career. Failing that, 
Heinrich did not exclude the idea of his son’s becoming an Assessor, not in 
the judiciary, but in the public administration, for — considering Karl’s poetic 
inclinations — ‘it is easier to imagine a singing government councillor than a 
singing judge.” Karl must decide for himself, so long as ‘you choose what best 
suits your talents... You have been paving your own way, and may henceforth 
do so.’ 

But he could not forbear reminding him that ‘at her age’ Jenny was making a 
sacrifice such as no ordinary girl in her right mind would think of; that circum- 
stances of Karl’s own making were such as to force upon him a ‘vital decision’ 
of the type which would not normally bother a youth of his age for a long time 
yet; and that he had ‘to make haste’ with whatever he did. And having, in the 
same letter of 16 September, assured him of Jenny’s love, he expressed his con- 
fidence that Karl would act as ‘sagacity and duty — towards oneself, and even 
more so towards persons to whose welfare one has committed one’s self — 
imperatively command. It is demanding much of a nineteen-year-old to be 
worldly-wise, but he who at nineteen...’?+ 

That was the nub of the problem, in that broken-off sentence. It is not 
unlikely that had Karl not got himself secretly engaged to the Westphalen 
daughter, Heinrich Marx would still have expected great things of his son, but 
would ‘not normally’ be so pressing with his constant attempts to recall him to 
reality and his obligations. As it was, ‘the main effect of Heinrich’s admonish- 
ments’, it has been rightly remarked by one Marx biographer, was ‘to unsettle 
his son’s already troubled spirit still further.’”5 

What is more, their hitherto intimate relationship was shattered. Though 
constantly ignoring his father’s advice and pursuing his own ends, the touchy 
young man was hurt and shaken by Heinrich’s criticism and strong disapproval. 
Heinrich, on the other hand, found it increasingly hard to understand this 
beloved, exceptional son over whom he had taken so much trouble, who embod- 
ied his highest hopes, yet was as good as estranged from him. 

But there was more than the common ‘generation gap’ to their conflict, 
which had yet to reach its dramatic climax. Before it did, still in September, 
Heinrich Marx, with his income now reduced by illness, and his hair ‘standing 
on end at the thought’ of 5 daughters to marry off, offered to support Kar! for 
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another three years rather than let him do anything that would interfere with 
his academic prospects. 

As for the missing Jenny, the whole family seemed involved in Karl’s ‘affair’ 
with the pining Westphalen daughter and the tidings of her return. In August, 
Heinrich reported that she had been seen by a mutual acquaintance on a Rhine 
steamer. At last Karl’s mother, Henriette, in a hasty Postscript to the letter of 16 
September just quoted, informed him that Jenny’s mother ‘today spoke to our 
children.’ Jenny, she announced, ‘is expected back today or tomorrow... She 
could hardly wait to return to Trier and is longing to hear from you... May the 
Almighty show you the right way to whatever you prize most, and for this we 
pray and beg you: Be of good courage and overcome, the crown goes to him 
who perseveres... For the autumn I’m having wool jackets made to protect you 
from catching colds. Write real soon dear Carl your eternally loving Mother.’?° 

Jenny herself, however, maintained her obstinate, mysterious silence and 


wrote not a word to Karl. 


At some unknown date before 1o November — when he was to recapitulate the 
events of his first year in Berlin in the long letter of confession to his father — 
Karl Marx apparently sent home a short fragmentary one, to which Heinrich 
Marx reacted with some caustic lines: 


17 November, 1837 

Dear Karl! Is your general headquarters still at Stralau? At this time 
of the year...2 Where else, then? That is the question. The first prac- 
tical requirement of correspondence is: to know a forwarding 
address — I must rely on the kindness of other persons. 


Heinrich Marx, little improved since his cure at Ems, was nettled at Karl’s 
neither taking the slightest interest in his dying brother — little Eduard was to 
die in December — nor really answering his August or September letters. 
Among other things, Heinrich had asked to hear about his ‘positive studies’. 
Instead, all he got from Karl was some disjointed lines (no longer extant and 
apparently self-pitying) complaining about Jenny’s silence. Heinrich described 
them as ‘an empty, formless, meaningless fragment... bearing no relation to 
what went on beforehand... an abzerrissener [torn-off], worse still, a zerrissener 
[pessimistic] letter’. Zerrissen can mean anything from ‘melancholy’ to ‘torn, 
tattered, dismembered’, but in the 1830s Zerrissenheit was practically a code- 
word standing for the alienated Romantic generation’s moody world-weariness. 
Heinrich hated this fashionable ‘modern word’, in which all idle weaklings 
‘muffle themselves when quarrelling with the world for not rewarding their lack 
of effort with palaces, millions and carriages. This Zerrissenheit disgusts me, 
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and I least expected it from you.’ He then upbraided Karl for giving in to dejec- 
tion, for throwing up his hands ina fit of despondency at ‘the first difficulty, the 
first miscarried desire! Is that strength? Is that a manly character?’ Heinrich 
reminded him that he was Fortune’s favourite: 


Has not everything smiled upon you since you were in the cradle? 
Has not Nature most splendidly endowed you? Have not your 
parents wrapped you in the most lavish and profuse love? Have you 
ever gone without your reasonable wishes being satisfied? And have 
you not also, in the most incomprehensible manner, won the heart of 
a girl that thousands will envy you? 


As though to prove his point, he had good news — Jenny had broken her silence. 
The circumstances are unknown, but Henriette Marx seems to have played 
some part in them, for her husband wrote: 


Your good mother, who is softer than I and frequently still remem- 
bers that we, too, were once little Cupid’s plaything, raised the alarm 
and the all-too-good parents of your Jy could hardly wait to comfort 
the poor injured heart... 


Jenny’s letter to Karl, Heinrich concluded, was undoubtedly already in his 
hands, ‘unless the lack of a proper address led her epistle astray...’?7 

In Berlin, some time during the evening of 10 November, Karl had started 
his long letter of confession to his father. Sitting up till 4 a.m., he filled 4 folio 
sheets — folded into 16 pages — more than 3,000 words altogether. This first and 
most revealing of young Marx’s surviving letters ~ long believed to have 
crossed his father’s of the 17th — is now known to have been in the latter’s hands 
by that date.?8 

If Heinrich refers on the 17th chiefly to the son’s earlier zerrissener scrap of a 
letter, and not to his long confession of 10/11 November 1837, it may be 
because this had only just reached him in Trier and he was too overwhelmed by 
his son’s outpourings. Young Marx’s letter — which would take up 10 large-size 
book pages when printed in modern type — is in every respect an extraordinary 
document. To the father it was so stunning that it would take him three weeks 
to digest and consider before he reacted to it. The letter starts with a grand 
sweep: 


Dear Father: There are moments in life which stand as landmarks, 
delimiting the close of a period, but at the same time pointing firmly 
in a new direction. At such a point of transition, we feel compelled to 
survey the past and the present with the eagle eye of thought in order 
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to arrive at a true conscious realization of our actual position. Yes, 
world history itself loves such a retrospect, loves to look at itself, 
which often makes it appear to be moving backwards or standing still, 
whereas it is simply leaning back in an armchair to understand itself... 


From this unusual simile of world history in an armchair trying ‘intellectually 
to comprehend its own action, the action of the mind’, Karl passed suddenly to 
nothing less than a veritable paean to his parents. To the individual, he wrote, 
‘every change is partly swan song, partly overture to a great new poem’ gestat- 
ing ‘in brilliant but still hazy colours; and yet we want to erect a monument to 
what we have already experienced, so that it should regain in sensibility what it 
has lost in action’; and where could we find a more sacred abode than in the 
hearts of our parents, ‘the most indulgent judges, the most intimate partici- 
pants, the sun of love whose fire warms the innermost centre of our endeav- 
ours! How better could much that is disgraceful and blameworthy receive 
forgiveness...? How else could the frequently hostile turn of fortune and the 
errors of the mind escape the reproach of being due to a twisted heart?’ 

Here was young Marx not only answering his father’s ‘most precious’ — actu- 
ally reproachful ~ August ‘letter from Ems’, but ‘casting an eye back’ over his 
agitated first year in Berlin and actually half-admitting to some weaknesses in 
his character. But besides invoking hostile fortune he asked for his ‘errors of the 
mind’ to be seen as the inevitable ‘result of an essentially necessary state of 
affairs... Allow me to view my situation (as I do life in general) as the expression 
of an intellectual activity roving in all directions, in science, art and private 
endeavours.’ 

Here he gave his account of his thrashing about in all these directions — the 
poetry he wrote, abandoned and resumed until it ‘dissolved into nothingness’; the 
opposition between ‘is’ and ‘ought’ that obstructed his ‘ill-starred’ 300-page opus 
on ‘the metaphysics of the law’; his search for ‘the idea in the real’ and for ‘new 
gods’ which he hoped to find in book after book read, excerpted or translated; his 
first collapse, and his renewed efforts at Stralau to discover the ‘philosophical- 
dialectical development of the divinity in religion, nature and history’, only to 
find himself driven against his will into the arms of Hegel; his running ‘like a 
lunatic around the garden’; his second illness, and his burning of all his ‘poems, 
sketches for novels’ and other papers in a cool ‘consuming’ rage at Hegel, at 

Jenny’s silence, at himself and his own ‘shipwrecked’ labours when he recovered. 

Writing late into the night, he brought his father up to date on the latest 
events in his life — his conversion to the new ‘world philosophy’ and his admis- 
sion to a Berlin Doctors Club of avant-garde intellectuals and so-called ‘Young 
Hegelian’ philosophers: 
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During my [second] illness I had got to know Hegel from beginning 
to end, as well as most of his disciples. Through several gatherings 
with friends at Stralau I got into a Doctors Club, comprising several 
university tutors and the most intimate of my Berlin friends, Dr. 
Rutenberg. In our arguments many conflicting viewpoints emerged 
and I attached myself ever more firmly to the currently prevailing 
world philosophy which I had thought to escape... To this was added 
Jenny’s silence and I could not rest until, through several bad pieces 
like The Visit, I had acquired modernity and the viewpoint of con- 
temporary scholarship. 


At this point, as he wove back and forth through time, he admitted to his father 
that he had ‘not gone into all the details’, had ‘slurred the nuances’, and 
‘perhaps not described clearly to you the whole of this last semester.’ When 
reading German Law in the summer semester, he had studied ‘the capitularies 
of the Frankish kings’ and ‘the letters of the Popes to them’, chiefly because of 
his interest in the metaphysics of law and in a general metaphysical system. 
Now, fascinated by Hegel’s subtle dialectic which preserved the ‘is’ even while 
changing it into the ‘ought’, he was actually about to make philosophy his chief 
and almost exclusive concern. But to his father he broached the old-new plan of 
preparing for government service as an Assessor. He had met a man called 
Schmidthanner, who told him that if, after his third law examination, he went 
to Miinster in Westphalia, he would become an assistant judge in a matter of 
three years, for ‘there the stages are not rigidly fixed as in Berlin and elsewhere. 
If later one obtains a doctorate, then there is also a much better chance to get an 
immediate appointment as a supplementary professor.’ 

No one knows whether all this — including his sudden declaration that he 
really preferred jurisprudence to public administration — was an earnest or wild 
plan, or some kind of sop to his father to show that he was not neglecting ‘prac- 
tical’ considerations and might still land a professorship of a kind; at the same 
time he had ‘by no means abandoned’ the plan to start a theatre and art journal, 
particularly now that all the aesthetic celebrities of the Hegelian school had 
promised to contribute. 

Towards morning on 11 November, he concluded his letter with the follow- 
ing paragraphs: 


However, my dear Father, best of fathers, would it not be possible to 
talk all this over with you personally? Eduard’s condition, my darling 
Mummy’s afflictions, your own illness — although I hope it is not too 
serious — all this makes me wish, nay, makes it almost a necessity that 
I fly to you... 
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But he doubted that his father would give his ‘permission and consent’, and 


pleaded with him: 


Believe me, my dear, beloved Father, it is no selfish purpose that drives 
me — though it would be bliss to see Jenny again — but rather a com- 
pelling thought which I cannot put into words... I beg you, dear Father, 
whatever you may decide, not to show this letter, or at any rate this 
page of it, to my angelic mother. My unexpected arrival will perhaps 
cheer up that great, splendid woman. In the hope that the clouds hang- 
ing over our family will gradually disperse; that | may be allowed to 
suffer and weep with you and perhaps, being near you, to give tangible 
proof of the deep, heartfelt sympathy, the immeasurable love, that I 
can often only express so badly; in the hope that you too, dear, eternally 
loved Father, mindful of the agitated state of my storm-tossed soul, 
will forgive where the heart — overpowered by the fighting spirit — has 
often seemed to err, and that you will soon be fully restored to health so 
that I may myself press you to my heart and tell you all, 


Your ever-loving son ( Kar! M.) 


Forgive, dear Father, the illegible handwriting and the bad style; it is 
almost four o’clock, the candle is burnt out and my eyes are sore; a 
real anxiety has come over me and I will not be able to calm the 
ghosts I have roused until I am in your dear presence. 


Please give my love to my sweet, wonderful Jenny. I have already read 
her letter twelve times, discovering new delights in it each time. It is 
in every respect, including style, the most beautiful letter that I can 


imagine written by a woman.?9 


It is in many ways a curiously contrite letter, at the end of which the prodigal 
seemed to be pleading, practically begging, to be reinstated in his father’s love. 
His frankly ‘slurred’, possibly dissembling, yet fervid, confession of the adven- 
tures and misadventures he had met in his colossal, boundless quest for knowl- 
edge and self-expression might have been his sincerest attempt yet to reach out 
to his parent. When this particular letter — found among his mother’s papers in 
1863 and preserved by his sister Sophie — eventually reached his daughter 
Eleanor in 1895, 12 years after Karl Marx’s death, she was justifiably excited, 
recognizing in her father’s youthful confession an ‘invaluable’ biographical doc- 
ument. Two years later, when preparing its first publication, she more specifi- 
cally defined its importance as a perfectly unconscious picture of the young 
Marx drawn by himself.3° 
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For the first time, perhaps, Karl revealed himself to his father as he really 
was at that stage of youthful exuberance, uncertainty and bottomless ambition 
to tackle questions above his strength. He dramatized his struggle with Hegel, 
but in Trier, in November 1837, Heinrich Marx was stupefied. Karl’s jumbled 
account of a year’s chaotic nights of study, re-study and discarded or burnt 
writings, rather than conveying to the father the image of a youth searching his 
way through trial and error and attempts in all directions, confirmed his fear of 
Karl’s excessive self-preoccupation. After his beer-swilling two semesters in 
Bonn, instead of pulling himself together in Berlin and developing from a wild, 
unruly youth into an orderly person, from a negating genius into a genuine 
thinker, from a dissolute ringleader of profligate youths into a sociable human 
being, Karl seemed to have gone from bad to worse, to have spent his second 
year of study cultivating his ego, engaging in vain, weird, purposeless mental 
acrobatics, assuming a scholarly pose and aimlessly, anarchically ‘flitting and 
floating about in all the fields of knowledge...’3! 

Heinrich Marx’s reply arrived on ọ December 1837, and this was only one of 
the accusations he flung in Kar!’s face. 
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In July 1897, shortly before she decided (feeling ‘half a traitor’) to give his youth- 
ful letter ‘to the world’, Eleanor Marx wrote that her father hated to have his 
private life ‘dragged into public’. In an introduction to its publication, 60 years 
after it was written, she observed that Marx was in Trier in 1863 when, on his 
mother’s death, his older sister Sophie found and took possession of his letter 
among other papers, and added: ‘He surely did not know of [its] existence ... 
fortunately so, or he undoubtedly would have destroyed it." 

It was in this introduction that Eleanor dwelt on Marx’s deep attachment to 
his father and related that ‘he never tired of talking about him’ and always 
carried an old daguerrotype photograph of him. 

There is no reason to doubt this statement, or that during Karl Marx’s child- 
hood and adolescence an unusually strong relationship developed between 
father and son. But to judge by their 1837 correspondence, the bond seems 
chiefly to have been based on the former’s grasp and early appreciation of the 
son’s exceptional mind and potential, and on the latter’s basking in his adula- 
tion. And it is a curious fact that Heinrich Marx in 1837 — long before Eleanor 
was born — was not at all impressed by Karl’s protestations of ‘immeasurable’ 
filial love and his readiness to ‘suffer and weep’ with his family. Young Marx 
probably loved and respected his father in his own way. In later years, as so 
often happens, he would even greatly revere his memory. But at that time the 
father felt distinctly that his superintellectual son tended to mistake sentimen- 
tality and the mawkish display of emotions for the real thing. 

Heinrich Marx’s reply to his son’s confession is unusually, deliberately — one 
might say, desperately — harsh. ‘Never did we get an answer to our letters,’ he 
lashed out at Karl on 9 December 1837; never a coherent picture ‘of our 
beloved son’s actions, what he was actually doing and thinking ... Months 
would go by without a letter.’ Worse still, 


when you knew that Eduard was sick, Mother suffering, I ailing — 


and not only that, but cholera raging in Berlin — your next letter 
mentioned not a word about any of this. Instead, it barely contained a 


542 


MARX AND THE INFLUENCE OF HEGEL 


few badly scrawled lines and an extract from [your] diary, entitled 
The Visit, which, frankly, I would rather not have received, a crazy 
concoction which only goes to show how you have been squandering 
your talents and staying up nights to give birth to monstrosities... 


Yes, your letter did contain something: complaints about Jenny not 
writing...” 


Writing a few days before the death of his 11-year-old son Eduard, Heinrich 
Marx was bitter. But he pointed an early and unerring finger at certain traits — 
such as a lack of feeling — that would Jater strike others in the adult Karl Marx. 
His ignoring the fate of his little brother while bemoaning his own was, in a 
way, an early paradigm of the shocking letter of condolence he was to address 
one day to Engels on the death of the latter’s beloved mistress, Mary Burns: a 
letter which, chiefly devoted to listing and bewailing his debts, bills due and 
every other financial woe of his own, nearly put an end to their friendship. 

Reading and re-reading Karl’s long, effusive letter of confession, the father 
found it devoid of any real sympathy. Looking in vain for some warmth or 
comfort in it, he did not count its words; that was left for modern scholars to do 
and to determine that of the letter’s 3,000 to 4,000 words fewer than 100 ‘refer 
to family. The rest was entirely Karl.’3 

Heinrich also made it clear in his letter that he was not favourably impressed 
by Karl’s new friends in the Doctors Club. This was a group led by Dr Bruno 
Bauer, a 28-year-old philosopher and ‘theoretician of religion’ who, for the past 
three years, had been lecturing in theology at Berlin University. Of medium 
height, fair-haired, sharp-eyed, with a pointed nose and a high, domed forehead, 
Bauer looked scholarly, but his compact presence, finely chiselled features and 
calm, confident air made more than one of his contemporaries — including Varn- 
hagen von Ense, the diplomat-writer — refer to him as ‘practically a Napoleonic 
figure’. Bauer’s brilliant philosophic mind combined with critical sharpness and 
the biting wit of a first-class polemicist, his high self-esteem and intangible con- 
viction that whatever principle he adopted must be true, were to move Heine to 
call him a ‘godless self-god’. Varnhagen, too, in his Diaries, refers to this opin- 
ionated streak: ‘Under a cold exterior he burns with an inner fire. He will brook 
no opposition and will sooner be a martyr to his own convictions.” 

In short, Bauer was the type of man who both invites and thrives on antago- 
nism. Whether because of this or other affinities, young Marx quickly became 
Bauer’s closest associate, comrade-in-arms and boon companion. Bauer’s criti- 
cism of the Bible had already got him into some hot water with Hengstenberg, 
the Dean of Berlin’s Theological Faculty, but at this time (in 1837) it had yet to 
reach the radicalism that in a couple of years would cost him his academic career. 
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Other leading members of the Doctors Club with whom Marx developed 
close ties included Karl Friedrich Köppen and Dr Adolf Rutenberg. Köppen 
was a 29-year-old former history teacher, who was to dedicate his Frederick the 
Great and His Opponents to his ‘friend Karl Marx of Trier’.5 He also produced 
an expert — and lasting — work on Tibetan Lamaism and the origins of Bud- 
dhism. Rutenberg, a former Burschenschaftler several times imprisoned for 
radical student agitation, and recently dismissed from a post as a geography- 
and-history teacher at the Cadet School, was now making a name for himself as 
a journalist in Berlin writing for provincial newspapers. 

With these new friends and others of the Doctors Club, such as Max Stirner 
— another young philosopher, who became famous as the proponent of bour- 
geois ‘ultra-individualism’ and a theorist of anarchism — Karl Marx now spent a 
good deal of his time in a coffee-house in the Französische Strasse, and in 
taverns and beer-cellars. In a bohemian atmosphere, they kept track of foreign 
newspapers, read and criticized each other’s articles and poems, but also traded 
jokes, epigrams and doggerels deriding the ‘philistines’ of Berlin’s staid, self- 
satisfied middle class. The voluble Bruno Bauer emitted barbed witticisms 
between clouds of smoke ‘that could drive a locomotive’. Uncommonly zestful, 
prankish and fun-loving for a serious New Testament scholar, Bauer was a 
heavy drinker. Marx, coming from the Moselle wine region, could hold his 
own; so could Bauer’s younger brother Edgar, a theology student about to turn 
atheist, with whom Marx in middle age was to throw stones at London street 
lamps; and so, too, could Köppen, whose pub-crawling with Marx on another 
occasion was recalled by the latter as ‘a real joy’. 

They drank, smoked and joked, but most of their coffee-house time was 
spent in hair-splitting philosophic arguments. Some 60 years later, Max Ring 
was to recall those days: ‘In this circle of aspiring young men... our special 
interest was the philosophy of Hegel, which was then in its primal bloom 
and more or less dominated the educated world. Individual voices, however, 
were occasionally raised against the Hegelian system and a split between the 
Right and Left among the Hegelians was already beginning to become notice- 
able.’ 

It was the theologian Bauer who stood for a good while at the forefront of the 
battle between the factions. For it was in the field of religion that the conflict 
was first joined. Heine, even while saluting Hegel’s masterly philosophical 
achievement in providing an ‘accomplished’ system scientifically embracing 
‘the entire world of phenomena’, had already noted in Religion and Philosophy 
in Germany that some of Hegel’s ambiguous, cryptic phrases could be read as a 
‘dubious’ philosophical justification of ‘the existing State and Church’. The 
Right Hegelians viewed the implicit legitimacy conferred on Prussia’s clerical- 
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autocratic regime merely as a necessary feature of the whole rational ‘system’. 
The nascent Left Hegelian school, on the other hand, had begun to feel that 
‘man makes religion’. Man invents gods, saviours, myths, rituals and whole phi- 
losophic systems, all in order to help him understand a seemingly incompre- 
hensible world. Yet religious dogma, divine revelation and these very myths 
stand in the way of his seeing, and dealing with, the world as it is. 

‘Religion is only the illusory sun which revolves round man as long as he 
does not revolve round himself,’ Karl Marx proclaimed some years later. The 
task of history, he postulated at that time, was ‘to establish the truth of this 
world’, and the final task of philosophy was to turn ‘the criticism of theology 
into the criticism of politics.” But that time had not yet arrived. 

In 1837, with pious Prussia and Christians all over Germany not yet recov- 
ered from the consternation caused by David Strauss’s Life of Jesus — the 
second volume of which appeared in 1836 — Bauer paradoxically started out as 
a conservative Right-wing Hegelian and defender of Christianity against the 
claims of the new Left of Young Hegelians. He was one of those faithful 
Hegel disciples of whom he later wrote: ‘Like blissful gods they dwelt in 
patriarchal tranquillity in the realm of the Idea which the Master had 
bequeathed to their understanding. The dream of a time of perfection enter- 
tained by the chiliasts [i.e., the believers in the millennium] seemed to have 
been fulfilled, when it was upset by the lightning of reflection striking the 
empire of blissfulness.’ 

The ‘lightning’ was Strauss’s book: Bauer observed that it had illumined in a 
flash ‘the crisis’ of theology and ‘the malady of our times’. Forcefully as Strauss 
argued that the Gospels were myths grown out of some communal imagination, 
he allowed that this collective fantasy might have been woven around some 
kernel of fact, though he had found no evidence for the historicity of Jesus. Nor 
did he attack Christianity as such, or question its superiority as a religion, a 
sacrosant notion officially vented in the ‘German-Christian’ State of Prussia on 
every suitable and unsuitable occasion. 

Nevertheless, Bauer, intent on healing the breach or ‘crisis’ between religion 
and philosophy revealed by Strauss, set out to refute what Engels later called 
‘Strauss’s vague myth theory, according to which anyone can hold for historical 
as much as he likes in the Gospel narrations. But intense critical scrutiny of 
the Gospels over several years led Bauer against his will in the opposite direc- 
tion — to start claiming around 1840 that Jesus might have existed, but that 
everything recorded of him was the invention of Mark. And then he proceeded 
to stun clerics, academics, the Prussian establishment as well as the educated 
German public by declaring, in his bold three-volume Criticism of the Synoptic 
Gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) — published in 1841—42 — that Jesus never 
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existed but was entirely a product of the combined imagination of the Jewish 
philosopher Philo (who lived in Alexandria, not Palestine) and the Roman 
Seneca, coupled with Greek influences. 

Bauer was the son of modest and devout parents who owned a small china- 
shop and who were never able to understand why or how their son had made it 
his task to undermine Christian tenets by affirming that, on strict theological 
examination, the Gospels were the conscious creation, that is, fabrication, of 
writers and poets who — rather like Homer creating Greek gods in the Ziad — 
simply invented a religion. 

During the various stages of his move towards extreme radicalism, Bauer not 
only aroused the wrath of his fellow-theologians and other anti-Hegelian acad- 
emics, but also found himself in the crossfire between the conservative Right 
and the new Left of the two diverging camps among the Hegelians themselves. 
Besides doubting the Gospel record, he kept steadily advancing towards the 
conclusion that ‘the further development of theology leads to its dissolution... 
the progress of philosophy’ means its divorce and ‘liberation’ from any associa- 
tion with ‘its religious antagonists’. 

Nor did Bauer hesitate to criticize the Dean of the Theological Faculty. 
Ernst Walter Hengstenberg, having got off to an even more brilliant academic 
start than Bauer with a professorship at the age of 24, was by 1837 the author 
of a highly praised three-volume ‘Christology’ of the Old Testament, besides 
other Bible commentaries. He was also the founder of the Evangelische 
Kirchenzeitung, a clerical journal that lasted for a hundred years and has been 
called an organ of ‘the most ruthless intolerance’. In openly attacking Heng- 
stenberg’s pietist views, the bellicose Bauer was actually challenging the man 
who was to become the century’s staunchest champion of ‘neo-Lutheran 
orthodoxy’ in Germany.’ But at the end of 1837, when young Marx joined the 
Doctors Club, the storms around Bauer were only brewing and not yet 
boiling. 

The interpretation of some of Hegel’s abstruse pronouncements — what 
they signified, or the extent to which they could be turned to mean their exact 
opposite — proceeded amid heated debate among the club’s members. This 
introduced a healthy ferment into Berlin’s conservative university establish- 
ment and placid intellectual life, but at this juncture the Doctors Club was far 
from being a political or revolutionary group. 

At one point Bauer instructed Karl Marx that ‘philosophy will lead the 
battle... never in any state has there been so much to be done’ as in Prussia. 
But as late as March 1841, he held the view that ‘theory is today the strongest 
practice’, and politics remained far from their minds. In fact a contemporary 
lampoon satirized the endless philosophizing in the Doctors Club with the 
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words,’Our deeds are words’, flaying its aloofness from the practical affairs of 
life, as though ‘mental abstractions are bound to come true of themselves.’!° 

It took several outsiders not connected with the club, notably Moses Hess, to 
advocate a ‘philosophy of action’. But before Hess, Marx, Engels and several 
radicals of the bourgeois intelligentsia, turning from religious-philosophic 
rumination to the reality of everyday politics, realized that philosophy had the 
potential to become ‘the mother of revolution’, Bauer’s Criticism would have 
united Prussia’s entire clerical-political establishment, from the King down, to 
press for and obtain his removal from any teaching post. 

Called in 1842 ‘the Robespierre of theology’, Bauer was eventually to go the 
whole circle and become an atheist. But as much as he was to condemn Christ- 
ian theology and its practitioners — comparing the former to a mental prison in 
which ‘the detainee may walk round, but never leave,’ and saying of theologians 
that ‘in the panic of their souls no lie is evil enough not to appear justified’ to 
them — he never opted out of the Church, on the principle that salvation must 
come to ‘the prison’ (i.e., the human mind) from within. 

As Bauer’s philosophy did not embrace the transformation of society and he 
refused to follow his young disciple — that is, to become a Marxist — Marx was 
eventually to turn against his spiritual mentor and best friend, and to ridicule 
him and his brother, Edgar Bauer, as “The Holy Family’. Conceited to a degree, 
contemptuous even of his peers, Bauer was too proud and principled to use 
‘philosophy as a meagre cloak merely to deceive the censorship’ — the method of 
which Engels would one day boast"! — and other than treating him as a catalyst, 
Marxist history later tended to consign his theories to oblivion and to write him 
off as an ineffectual ‘critic for criticism’s sake’, a nihilist spinning destructive 
chimeras in his mind but unable or unwilling to descend from his nebulous 
tower to the dull middle class, or the witless masses. 

Following his repudiation by both reactionary Prussia and the Marxists, 
Bauer became for a time the proud ‘hermit of Rixdorf’, a forsaken village 
where he carted his own vegetables to the market for a living. He turned out 
more books on Jesus, Bismarck and Disraeli, and helped Richard Wagner to 
edit the chauvinist, anti-Semitic Bayreuther Blatter before he died in 1882, a 
bank clerk. It was only after his death that one or two historians, examining the 
early work of this uncompromising ‘pure critic’ on its own merits, rated him as 
one of the first German philosophers of revolution. 

Back in 1837, however, Dr Bruno Bauer, 28 and full of life, was only debunk- 
ing Strauss to save ‘the honour of Jesus’ and protect the Saviour from ‘unscien- 
tific’ misrepresentation. He befriended the second-year student Marx, another 
budding ‘self-god’, but not yet godless. Bubbling with high spirits and beer, the 
two of them kept ‘Hegelizing’ in taverns along with Képpen (who, before 
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proving his erudition in his work on Buddhism, was chiefly conspicuous for 
wearing a coat with epaulettes and sporting a rapier) and Rutenberg (a hot-tem- 
pered fellow, occasionally involved in street brawls). 

‘Your Irreverence’, they greeted each other ceremoniously at their gatherings. 
Their uninhibited talk and bohemian ways attracted public attention, but for the 
moment the club’s speculative discussions and ebullient antics were tolerated as 
a combination of academic expansiveness and student mischief. Altenberg, Prus- 
sia’s veteran Minister of Education and Public Worship, was a Hegelian sympa- 
thizer, and it would be another year, another two or three semesters, before the 
authorities, realizing where their questioning of Gospel truths and established 
religion might lead, started to watch and worry over the Young Hegelians. 


In his so-called confession letter of 10-11 November 1837 to his father, young 
Marx, after describing with marvellous brevity — in the words ‘these thoughts 
were registered by my body’ — how a year’s mental overwork had caused the 
physical and nervous breakdown that had sent him to recover at Stralau, added a 
significant sentence: ‘I did not suspect that there my anaemic and languishing 
body would mature and acquire a robust strength.’ A ‘curtain had fallen’, Karl 
explained, ‘my holy of holies was rent asunder and new gods had to be installed.’ 
He had read Hegel, but did not care for him. At Stralau, diving into the sea of 
Hegel’s philosophy, he had struggled to escape its ‘grotesque, crazy’ siren song, 
only to be seduced by it and to be saved from despair by Bauer and company’s 
converting him to ‘the viewpoint of contemporary scholarship’. It was as though 
his exciting discovery of Hegel had more to do with his recovery and maturing 
than the prescribed rest he did not take. If Bakunin referred to philosophy as his 
‘wife’, young Marx in his letter spoke, lover-like, of throwing himself ‘into her 
arms’. 

It is doubtful that his ailing father in Trier would have approved if he had 
known that before long Karl would not only challenge Hegel and stand Ger- 
many’s ‘intellectual titan’ on his head, but atheistically challenge God as well and 
install Man in His place. But his son’s emotional account of his herculean studies, 
endless headaches, inner storms and mad antics and rages during and since his 
stay at Stralau filled Heinrich Marx with horror at the thought that Kar] was now 
under the influence of harebrained new friends who believed that a ‘deluge’ of 
senseless and disordered ideas was automatically a sign of genius. Having had 
more than one example of Karl’s excessive bookishness, he feared that his son 
was in danger of becoming a brooding, distracted, morose type of scholar: 


God help us! Disorderliness, stupefying dabbling in all the sciences... 
Unruly barbarism, running wild with unkempt hair in a learned 
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dressing-gown... Shirking all social contacts, disregarding all con- 
ventions... your intercourse with the world limited to your sordid 
room, where perhaps Jie strewn in classical disorder the love letters 


of a Jy [Jenny] and the well-meant, tear-stained exhortations of your 
father... 


was it in that ‘workshop of senseless scholarliness’ that Karl expected to ‘grow 
the fruits’ and ‘gather the harvest’ that ‘will delight you and your loved one’ 
and make a well-born lady like the Baroness Jenny happy? True, Karl was only 
19, but if he was old enough to make his loved one give up her prospects for 
him, then it behooved him at least to do something ‘to create for her a future... 
worthy of her, in the real world and not in a smoky room with a smelly oil lamp 
and a crazy scholar.’ 

This added a double and tragic misunderstanding to the hitherto simmering, 
now openly seething and perhaps inevitable conflict bedevilling the remaining 
relations between father and son. Just as Karl Marx had embraced ‘modernity’ 
and Hegel’s ‘currently prevailing world philosophy’ at the beginning of the 
path that would lead to his sensational reinterpretation of it in a manner and 
with a force that was to leave a permanent mark on the world, his otherwise 
astute, understanding father had no way of making head or tail of what his son 
was about or what he was after. 

Karl Marx himself had at this point no idea what his next step would be. In 
the same month when he gave his father an account of his vast labours, troubles 
and mixed plans to become a judicial Assessor or start a theatre journal, he reg- 
istered for a course in criminal law, but attended no other lectures in the 
1837-38 winter semester. In the summer he heard Eduard Gans, Hegel’s heir, 
expounding Prussian common law, but thereafter he lost interest in jurispru- 
dence and pursued such mixed studies as logic, geography, the drama of 
Euripides and a course on Isaiah by his friend Bruno Bauer. 

Early on, through the spirited Bauer, Karl was introduced to that great Roman- 
tic and libertarian lady, Bettina Brentano von Arnim, whose salon on Unter den 
Linden was ‘the last refuge of freedom’ in Berlin. Clemens Brentano and Achim 
von Arnim — Bettina’s brother and husband, respectively — were the compilers of 
the famous Romantic anthology, Des Knaben Wunderhorn (‘The Boy’s Magic 
Horn’). Bettina’s salon was frequented by socially prominent Berliners of every 
class and denomination, young and old, conservatives and liberals. There Marx 
met such well-to-do people as Heinrich Beer, who had the distinction of having 
studied philosophy under Hegel himself, and the banker Wilhelm Beer. The two 
were brothers of the composer Giacomo Meyerbeer, and their mother, Amalie 
Beer, was hostess to Berlin’s aristocratic-enlightened and intellectual élite. 
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In these salons, and in certain other houses which opened their doors to 
private Doctors Club sessions, Marx attended Shakespeare recitals, mixed with 
the famous Devrient and other actors, with his own professor — the celebrated 
Gans — and with established or aspiring philosophers, journalists and others 
sympathizing with, or interested in, the club’s ‘modern’ ideas. 

In short, by the time he was 20, Karl Marx obtained entry into some of 
Berlin’s fashionable intellectual-artistic circles. At that, his father was not far 
wrong in fearing that Karl was becoming an unsociable character. For in truth 
he did not really join Berlin’s social circuit. He was a bit young to be interested 
in Bettina Brentano, who could have been his mother, or impressed by the 
plaster head of Jupiter or the representation of Goethe with Lyre and Psyche 
decorating her salon. Heinrich Beer — whom Heine ridiculed in a spoof saying 
that Hegel liked him because he preferred the company of persons ‘of whom he 
knew that they did not understand him’ — was an eccentric who spent a fortune 
collecting theatre posters and thousands of walking sticks. Although his brother 
Wilhelm was a more serious character — a banker and amateur astronomer, he 
studied the planets from an observatory in his garden, and was to be co-author 
of a standard work on the subject, containing the exact measurements of the 
visible surface of the moon — Karl shared neither of his interests. 

He had a much more lively and exciting time in the company of his Doctors 
Club cronies. And, for another thing, he showed early on his bookish estrange- 
ment from the world by concluding that he did not need the university at all; 
during three of his remaining 6 semesters in Berlin, he attended no lectures 
whatever, preferring to plumb philosophy by himself in his room. 

Knowing none of this, his father pointed out to him on 9 December 1837 
where his duties as a human and social being lay. Unwittingly identifying Karl’s 
tendency towards extremism, he reminded him that ‘as a man one is a spiritual 
being as well as a member of society, a citizen’, and suggested that Karl’s duty 
was to put his ‘unusual talent’ and ‘splendid gifts’ to the best use in a harmo- 
nious way ‘physically, morally, intellectually and politically.’ 

Exaggerating in one direction merely bred caricatures: ‘Morally it breeds 
exalté dreamers; politically — intriguers; and spiritually — scholarly bears.’ 

For once, Heinrich Marx was determined to be ‘merciless’ with his idol. And 
he lashed out at Karl all the more bitterly because he had allowed himself, 
against his better judgment, to become so deeply involved in the affair with 
Jenny. 

‘Scarcely was the wild rampaging in Bonn over, scarcely were your debts 
paid’, he wrote, ‘when to our consternation the sorrows of love began. Like 
truly good-natured parents in novels we became its heralds and its cross- 
bearers... even played perhaps unbecoming roles,’ all for the sake of the son’s 
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happiness. But the son, ‘so young, yet already estranged’, has caused them 
‘much grief, and little or no joy.’ And what about Jenny? 

Yes, he had a great debt to pay off, for a noble family renouncing its just 
expectations of so ‘admirable’ a daughter had a claim to ‘great requittal’. After 
thus alluding to the attitude of some or all the Westphalens, Heinrich Marx 
gave full vent to his own mortification in the matter: ‘Truly, thousands of 
parents would have refused [her] their consent. And in moments of gloom your 
own father almost wishes they had done so — for in my heart I care too much for 
the well-being of this angel of a girl, whom I love like a daughter, and for whose 
happiness I am all the more apprehensive...’ 

A letter written by Jenny to Karl Marx the following year (but first published 
only after 1975) makes evident how she responded to the affection and solici- 
tousness shown her by his father during what was for her the miserable summer 
of 1837. Writing on 24 June 1838, she recalled that it was a year to the day since 
she walked with Heinrich Marx to his vineyard at Kurenz: 


The day brings back to me his dear, splendid image... We were alone 
and spent two or three hours conversing about life and such serious 
matters as religion and love. He spoke precious words, golden words 
that went straight to my heart, spoke to me with a love, kind-hearted- 
ness and devotion such as only a soulful man as he could have shown. 
My heart returned him this love and will for ever preserve it. 


He was, she went on, very sad that day, racked by coughs and weighed down by 
his awareness that little Eduard had not long to live. Jenny picked strawberries 
for him, 


and you should have seen... the heavenly, unforgettable smile he gave 
me! Later he cheered up, even became jocular and teasing to the 
point where he kept calling me Frau Präsidentin... Your little father 
proposed that I take him for an interim-husband, since with you it 
will take so unconscionably long... Whenever I looked up to him, he 
would ask roguishly, ‘And how is my gracious Chief Lady?!” 


It is evident, too, even from this flirtatious little scene, that if Heinrich Marx 
originally favoured Karl’s betrothal to Jenny as the high mark, among other 
things, of his family’s total assimilation and social merger with its German sur- 
roundings, his heart was even more set on the match now that he had got to 
know, and become very fond of, her as a person. That she was a priceless girl, a 
noble soul, one in a thousand, had been a recurring theme in his letters to Karl 
in Berlin. By now he had resigned himself to certain things about Karl, such as 
his turning a deaf ear to the simplest requests. One of them was to ‘please go 


551 


THE Doctors OF REVOLUTION 


and see Herr Justizrat Reinhard’. Privy Councillor Reinhard represented Hein- 
rich Marx before the Rhenish High Court of Appeals in Berlin in a case which 
the latter originally won in Trier, but lost before a superior court in Cologne. As 
the case was dragging on for years, all Marx wanted to know (before he finally 
won) was whether the Berlin hearing had at last been set. 

A veteran barrister, Heinrich Marx had seen several of his friends and col- 
leagues, such as Justices Jaeningen, Esser, and others promoted from Trier to 
this Rhenish High Court in Berlin. For himself, he had secretly hoped to land a 
seat on the magistrate’s bench. Meaning to consult Jaeningen about his chances 
— besides establishing possibly valuable connections for his son — he had more 
than once practically begged Karl to ‘please do me a favour’ and visit him. But 
with age and illness creeping up on him since August, when he wrote to Karl 
ruefully that he had meant to ask nothing of him that went against his ‘dignity’ 
or his ‘grain’, he had given up hope of the Bench. The ebbing of his life 
brought on a quickened concentration of the uncommonly strong wish he com- 
municated to his son when he was only 17: ‘to see in you what I might perhaps 
have become had I come into the world under similarly favourable suspices.’'3 
This, and his declaring him to be ‘the sole purpose of my life’, naturally placed 
a terrible load on Karl. 

In Trier, Jenny found in Karl’s father a more understanding and trusted con- 
fidant than her own, one who — more sensitive than anyone to her predicament 
— provided her with a substitute paternal shoulder to Jean on. It is likely that her 
beauty and very presence brought forth in the older man something of his 
youthful dash, the faintest suggestion that he — the worldly-wise, practical con- 
formist and doer — would know how to appreciate her and respond to her needs 
better than his immature and wild Lothario of a son who spent all his time and 
energy philosophizing and had yet to learn the art of making a woman happy. 
Considering how faithfully, from the moment Karl fell in love with Jenny, 
Heinrich Marx had deployed all his tact to keep their vulnerable romance 
going, his almost wishing that her parents had refused their consent to the 
match was perhaps his most grievous cry, giving the full measure of his disap- 
pointment in Karl. 

He was appalled, too, by the fact that Karl, besides wasting his talents and his 
time, had also let a Jot of money run through his fingers: ‘As though we were 
made of gold, our Mister Son gets through almost 700 Thalers in a single year, 
against all [our] agreements, against all custom, whereas the very richest do not 
spend 500...’ Indeed, the poet Freiligrath in 1837 lived ‘most comfortably on 
180 to 200 Thaler per annum.’ A Berlin City Councillor at the time drew a 
salary of no more than 800 Thaler a year.'4 Heine, as we know, had attended 
Berlin University and lived like ‘the richest student of the aristocracy’ on 400 to 
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500 Thaler a year. And in 1842, Richard Wagner was to inform Brockhaus, the 
publisher, that for his and his wife’s maintenance for the next half year he 
would need 200 Thaler.‘5 

By every comparison, the 700 consumed by young Marx in 1837 was an 
exorbitant sum. Revealing as his fascinating letter of confession may otherwise 
be, it actually leaves a good deal of his life and activities in Berlin shrouded in 
obscurity. Thus Heinrich Marx had no good idea (nor have we) what he spent 
the money on. His other letters, since destroyed, cannot have been more 
enlightening, for Heinrich Marx complained of rarely being informed ‘of our 
son’s actions, what he is actually doing...” Nevertheless, he paid an additional 
debt of 160 Thaler that Karl had incurred, and so informed him in his stern 
diatribe of g December 1837. 

Not to be unfair to Karl, his father took part of the blame upon himself. It 
pained him to hurt his son. But neither, for once, did he want to yield to senti- 
ment, ‘for I feel that I have been too permissive... and therefore that I have in a 
sense become your accomplice.’ He would do the son justice: Karl was no 
waster, no spendthrift. But how, he asked, ‘can a man who feels compelled to 
invent a new system every 8 or 14 days and has to tear up all his previous 
painful labours each time, how can he, I ask, be bothered with trifles? How can 
he submit to petty orderliness... [when] it takes no time to write another 
cheque?’ 

In Karl’s lack of moderation and any kind of self-discipline Heinrich Marx 
saw part of the cause for the utter nonchalance with which Karl seemed to treat 
his ‘sacred duty’ towards Jenny. His apparent failure to honour the obligations 
of his betrothal, his apparent lack of concern, offended Heinrich’s sense of 
honourable conduct, his sense of values, ethics, proprieties and convention. It 
was by his strict adherence to all these that he had gained acceptance in society 
in his time. This conforming rationalist, who believed in the inherent goodness 
of man, wrote to his son on 2 March: ‘Only if your heart remains pure and 
purely human, if no demonic genius is ever capable of alienating and estranging 
your heart from its better feelings — only then will I find the happiness that, 
through you, I have been dreaming of for many years. Otherwise the most 
beautiful purpose of my life will be destroyed.’ 

And now, aging and sick, with a dying child and his dreams shattered, he 
realized that he had failed, that young Marx was ungovernable and would not 
change. It is a tragic letter, tragic for both father and son, but more for the 
former. For Heinrich Marx, having come to regard his son as the cynosure of 
his existence and his own life’s greatest ‘purpose’ and achievement — ‘I, too, 
have achieved something, enough to have you, not enough to satisfy me’ — now 
actually knew that he was defeated. But with his remaining strength, he made ‘a 
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last desperate effort’ — as Edmund Wilson described it ~ ‘to save his son from 
turning into something which the father dreads.’ 

And what he seems to have dreaded most was some unfeeling, almost mhuman 
—or not ordinary human — streak in Karl’s character. It was the ‘demonic genius’ 
to which he had referred in his letter of 2 March, wondering whether it was ‘a 
celestial or a Faustian demon’. Eight months later, in his reply to Karl’s letter of 
confession, he felt confirmed in his worst fear — which was that Kar] might grow 
not simply into a brainy, self-absorbed, hyper-erudite, remote or wool-gathering 
scholar, but into a negative genius, one who surveys the universe with a cold, 
abstract eye while taking little notice of the needs of the individual or those 
nearest to him. 

The effect of the letter on Karl may be presumed to have been all the more 
shattering as his father had tirelessly nursed and encouraged his self-image as a 
boy of genius blessed by Nature with unusual gifts and extraordinary faculties. 
All his devoted counsels and remonstances were pragmatically aimed at guiding 
Karl towards a ‘professorship’ or any bourgeois career that would bring him 
distinction, financial security and ‘domestic bliss’ with Jenny. Karl, however, 
was trying to find his vocation in life, rather than a profession. His whole search 
for some absolute ‘truth’ governing the world, perhaps for his own identity and 
his place in relation to it, appears in hindsight a preparation for some calling or 
mission he felt destined to fulfill in life. Whether or not Karl got that sense of 
vocation by cultural transmission from his ancestors, his father — while con- 
stantly trying to recall him to earth — had by his frequent insistence on his high 
potential unwittingly confirmed him in this mysterious feeling of being made 
for great things and some special destiny. 

But now his father had abruptly withdrawn his seeming approval of it and 
presented Karl with a charge-sheet accusing him of failing to live up to practi- 
cally every one of his responsibilities — to his parents, to his brothers and sis- 
ters, to his admirable and noble fiancée, and ultimately to himself, to his talents 
and his duties as a social being. 

Unfortunately, Karl’s account of his tempestuous quest for ‘new gods’ to be 
installed in his ‘holy of holies’ took his father into abstract spheres remote from 
his lawyerly mind, and both its substance and its language grated on his nerves. 
Karl wrote excitedly about his new friends in the Doctors Club, whose night- 

long arguments helped to hone his perception of the possibilities latent in 
Hegel’s dialectics. But to his father the Doctors Club was a bunch of ‘new 
fiends’ using ‘a deluge of words’ to hide the emptiness of their confused minds, 
showing that the father — though familiar with Enlightenment philosophy and 
possibly even knowing some Hegel — had no idea of the intellectual ferment 
going on among the ‘Young Hegelians’; and eventually, in one of his last few 
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letters, he admits that the very terminology or jargon employed by these philo- 
sophic celebrities of ‘modernity’ struck him as both foreign and distasteful. 

For his part, Karl Marx may have been so deeply hurt by his father’s rebuff 
that, having for once trustingly opened up and bared his soul to his parent, he 
would henceforth vehemently protect it by suppressing all references to his per- 
sonal life. No wonder his daughter Eleanor, knowing how he hated to have it 
exposed, hesitated long before publishing his youthful letter of confession 
towards the end of the century. 

Karl in 1837 had of course the advantage of youth over his father. In his 
maturity he was to sow ‘fruits’ and prepare a ‘harvest’ of a type and magnitude 
beyond anything his father could have fathomed. Even so, Heinrich Marx’s 
insight into his son’s make-up is striking, and more than one future historian 
would note that in later life ‘Marx would often get to hear the same or similar 
reproaches’ and accusations as those hurled at him by his father. 


In his irritable mood, Heinrich Marx finished his letter with the words: ‘To 
come here at this moment would be sheer nonsense.’ He knew that Karl didn’t 
mind missing lectures — ‘though you have probably paid for them’ — but in gos- 
sipy Trier a mid-term visit would apparently have caused raised eyebrows and 
tittle-tattle to the effect that he had been sent down for some misdemeanour. 
Though ‘no slave to [public] opinion’, his father wanted ‘at least to maintain das 
decorum’ (in the original). Possibly, too, he suspected that Karl’s sudden wish 
to see the family was inspired by some selfish purpose. ‘Except when you need 
her’, he grumbled, ‘you do not remember even Sophie, who has done so much 
for you and Jy... come home for the Easter vacation,’ he suggested, ‘or 14 days 
earlier, so pedantic I am not, and rest assured that I will receive you with open 
arms and there will beat for you a father’s heart.’ 

They were never to meet again, or so it was thought until the last quarter of 
the 2oth century. On 10 February 1838 Heinrich Marx, bedridden by then for a 
month, wrote again to Karl. In a letter that has not survived, Karl had answered 
his father’s severe charges with some reproaches of his own, as is evident from 
the father’s reply: “To go into dissertations on each and every one of your com- 
plaints’, Heinrich wrote in a trembling hand but with undiminished sarcasm, ‘is 
above my present strength, and when it comes to the art of abstract reasoning I 
am altogether no match for you, especially as I would have to master the termi- 
nology to have a chance of ever penetrating the holy of holies, and for that I am 
too old.’ 

He was also too weak to rein Karl in any longer and was resigned to the idea 
that Karl would never pursue a practical career enabling him to look after his 
family, but would go wherever his intellectual ‘demon’ drove him. He added 
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only one comment on the subject: ‘If you can square your conscience with your 
philosophy and modestly unite them, well and good.’ 

But he could not help remarking that all Karl’s ‘transcendentalism cannot do 
away with one point on which you have cleverly chosen to maintain an aristo- 
cratic silence: I mean the paltry matter of money... We are now in the fourth 
month of the judicial year, and already you have drawn 280 Thaler. 1 have not 
earned that much this winter.’ 

Indeed, Heinrich Marx’s practice had been at a standstill for two months, 
ever since — about the time in mid-December when he buried his son Eduard — 
he was confined to his bed. 

But he strongly denied Karl’s imputation that ‘I misjudge you or fail to 
appreciate you. Neither the one nor the other. I do full justice to your heart and 
your morality, as witness the incontrovertible proof I gave you... when I did not 
insist on an explanation and let you off in a very dark matter’ — apparently refer- 
ring to the pistol duel fought by Karl during his first college year. ‘Only true 
faith in your high morality could impel me to do that, and thank God I have 
never abandoned it... 

‘For all that, Iam not blind,’ he insisted, even as he gave up the struggle. ‘It 
is only out of sheer fatigue that I lay down my arms. Yet believe always and 
never doubt that I carry you in my innermost heart and that you are one of the 
strongest levers of my life.’ 

Sophie Marx reported on the same day that their sister Louise, 17, was down 
with scarlet fever, Caroline, 14, ‘unwell’, and the consumptive Henriette, 18, ‘not 
in the most amiable humour’. Only Emily, 15, was ‘lively and in a good mood. 

‘I am now singing daily for Daddy,’ Sophie added, ‘and also read for him... 
Poor Daddy is very restless, and no wonder, his practice dead all winter, while 
expenses are now four times what they were, and he made a special effort today 
to write you a few lines.’ 

And in the last of these lines Heinrich Marx was suddenly full of praise for 
Karl, who had evidently made certain promises since December. His father was 
cautiously enthusiastic: ‘Your last resolve is highly laudable, well-calculated, 
wise and praiseworthy and if you carry out your promise it is likely to bear the 
best fruits. Rest assured, you are not the only one to make a big sacrifice. We are 
all in the same boat, but reason must prevail.’ 

He concluded, ‘I am exhausted, dear Karl. I am sorry I cannot write more. I 
would have liked to embrace you with all my heart.’ It is almost as if some sort 
of reconciliation were in the offing. But Karl had already announced that he 
would not take up his father’s suggestion to come home for Easter, as is evident 
from his mother’s writing — on the same day, 10 February 1838 — in her poor 
German, without punctuation: 
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.. Your dear father is very weak may dear God soon restore him to 
strength I am still healthy dear Carl and resigned to my situation and 
composed... I am most unhappy that you will not come home for 
Easter I let feeling take precedence over reason and I regret dear Carl 
that you are too rational you must not measure my deep love by the 
length of my letter there are times when one feels much but is able to 
say little so fare you well dear Carl write your good father soon which 
will certainly contribute to his speedy recovery. 


Your eternally loving Mother, Henriette Marx.6 


Five days later, she asked Karl to write ‘loving’ letters, for ‘then father reads 
them several times over’; and then she remarked: 


My good Carl so much is being asked of you the human heart cannot 
contain it all a propos heart, you call your illness dilatation of the 
heart this worries me exceedingly write me dear Carl are you com- 
pletely well or still suffering, do not over-exert yourself... not to 
consume your time I relieve you of writing to me directly for 
knowing your loving heart I know you will not forget me... 


Before sending this letter off on the 16th, she added that his father’s cough ‘is 
significantly better’. But he had strong pains and ‘the doctors say he has the 
creeping gout.’ Father was in fact too weak to add more than two sentences in 
his own hand: ‘Dear Karl, I greet you with sparse words, more I cannot yet 
manage. Your father, Marx.’'7 

The next document is a letter in Jenny’s hand. It is the fragmentary, undated 
letter, from a poor photostat of which Professor FJ. Raddatz — as mentioned 
before — published in 1975 a passage in which Jenny accused Karl of having 
called her a base, ‘vulgar girl’, and used the word ‘suicide’ in describing her 
shock. Raddatz assumed that Marx’s fiancée was reacting to an offensive letter 
written by him. The restored text of Jenny von Westphalen’s original letter — as 
subsequently published in Section HI of the Marx-Engels Gesamtausgabe — 
shows not only that the name-calling occurred during a person-to-person 
quarrel, but has cleared up several other mysteries as well. 

For one thing, we learn from it for the first time that Karl Marx arrived on a 
visit to his parents in Trier at the beginning of May 1838. Jenny, not surprisingly 
in view of her affection for his father, had been a frequent visitor to the Marx 
house: ‘She takes a personal interest in everything and often cheers us up,’ Karl’s 
mother took care to inform him on 10 February. The incident referred to in 
Jenny’s letter now appears to have taken place during his brief stay in Trier. With 
the beginning of the letter missing, the published text opens in mid-sentence: 
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.» ‘to be a vulgar girl’, that is the only thing I said. O Karl, Karl, the 
look you gave me, even now it sends a shiver through my being. I felt 
as if my heart must break. I still feel the pain, only more fully, no 
longer so stabbing, but still deep enough. But you were not satisfied 
with your glance, you wanted to crush me... My heart stopped its 
beat; you realized what you had done, and asked to be forgiven. 


Elsewhere in the letter she writes: ‘Karl, that you called me a vulgar girl, that 
you were capable of saying such a thing to me, particularly at that time, was 
unfair.’ The time-frame is important for more than one reason. The incident 
occurred at ‘a moment of highest love’, making Jenny wonder: ‘What may I 
expect once it has cooled? The very thought of it is hell itself. To nourish it 
would be suicide, but for that things must get still worse. Forgive me for writing 
this, but occasionally I’m still convulsed by a stab of pain.’ Jenny next provides 
a valuable set of dates: “The day was the 3rd May; on the 7th you left; on the 
roth he was no more.’ 

‘He’ who is no more was Karl’s father, who had died on 10 May 1838. Jenny, 
writing some time after that date, had more to say about the atmosphere on the 
3rd, when her quarrel with Karl took place, and the reasons why his insult was 
‘too much. There was a premonition of death, but more terrible, for the end 
was not yet. Every day brought more worries, more pain, more fear. What I felt 
that day has not yet recurred. Another time it would be the death of me!’ 

It is in this letter, incidentally, that Jenny recalled how ‘at the beginning’ she 
shied away from pronouncing the words ‘I am in love with you’. It throws some 
light on the personalities of the young couple and their relationship that Jenny 
at 24 finds it necessary to instruct Karl Marx on the difference between ‘to love’ 
and ‘to be in love’. She loves, she writes, her brother Edgar. ‘With you I am in 
love. Do you understand what I mean? You’re not offended?’ Fearful of losing 
this imperious youngster who could ‘crush’ her with his transfixing glance, she 
swore to God that ‘this was never the intention, but I was so hurt, so irritated, 
and you know how vain I am — Karl, please forgive me just this once, burn this 


letter and forget it." 


Heinrich Marx was buried in Trier on 13 May. His epitaph might well have 
been the words he had written to Karl: ‘I, too, have achieved something, enough 
to have you, not enough to satisfy me.’ 

Karl, who had just turned 20, did not attend the funeral. Whatever the 
reasons that made him decamp for Berlin a couple of days before his father’s 
death, the itemized list of accusations with which the latter had presented him 
— deliberately, ‘to have you swallow them like pills’ — in his letter of 9 December 
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1837 must have hurt him to the quick. The bitterest to swallow, besides the 
charges of egoism, of ‘aristocratically’ wasting money he had not earned, of 
being ‘estranged’ from his family, etc., must have been his father’s expressed 
foreboding that he was on his way to becoming a ‘demonic’ or ‘Faustian’ genius. 
For the last two years Heinrich had been dimly aware that Karl was aiming at 
some lofty purpose in life. At one point, he had even declared him capable of 
accomplishments that might ‘benefit mankind’. At the same time he had given 
his son mixed signals and contradictory admonitions, culminating in his final 
charge-sheet. 

On Karl’s side we have only his letter of confession to go on and it is impos- 
sible to say at what point he began to feel in open conflict with his father. By the 
time of the death, his alienation from the only person he respected seems to 
have been complete. More than one historian has in fact observed that Karl was 
to spend the rest of his life trying to disprove his father’s accusations. The reac- 
tionary conditions in Prussia which, in another context, had made the lawyer 
clairvoyantly predict in 1815 the alienation of the next generation, instead of 
getting better, got worse after his death. When they presently hit the son full 
face, Karl Marx, like Bérne and Heine before him, would choose to exile 
himself from his native country, marking his double alienation, not to mention 
that created by his having been cut off at the age of 6 from his ancestral roots in 
the past. 

Before that, in a supremely ironic twist, Karl found a kind of ideal substitute 
or super-father in the person of Baron von Westphalen — Jenny’s father — to 
whom he was to dedicate his doctoral dissertation. But angst-ridden Jenny, 
having preserved a lock of his own father’s hair, sent it to Karl on 24 June 1838, 
along with a long, effusive, but sincere letter evoking the virtues of the ‘splen- 
did’ man who had understood her delicate situation better than her own parents 
did and had stood by her at a melancholy time in his cheerfully adopted role of 
‘interim-husband’. Jenny, in short, provided the kind of eulogy which Karl 
Marx, carrying an old daguerreotype photograph of his father but ‘never 
willing to show it to strangers’, would never write. 
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‘For the last three months’, Heinrich Heine wrote to his publisher on 30 March 
1838, ‘I have felt an inner desolation such as I’ve never known before.’ In mid- 
May, about the time Karl Marx’s father was dying in Trier, Heine’s physician, 
Dr Sichel, forbade him to read and write. It was not the first time Heine had 
trouble with his eyesight, but he had suddenly started seeing everything double 
and was in danger of going blind. 

It was a little over two years since a brash Heine, at the first indistinct news that 
Prussia was about to crown the Federal proscription of the Young Germany writers 
with a decree banning ‘Heine’s future literary output in all languages’, had 
informed Campe: ‘I am healthier and more cheerful than ever and am fully enjoy- 
ing all the delights of the season... Prussia will never dare to commit the unheard-of 
and prohibit books which have not yet been written.’ Such an act was sure to expose 
it to ‘ridicule on top of public indignation’, and if Prussia really resorted to such 
‘proscriptive folly’, the intention could merely be to humiliate him. 

‘Some démarches from my side’, he felt, would put an end to the whole ‘hue 
and cry’. And while Campe, stupefied by Prussia’s step and losing his usual 
acumen for once, kept giving him contradictory advice — urging him on 12 
January to undertake something against the ban, and on the 18th to do nothing 
that might offend the German governments — Heine had promptly made his 
‘démarche’ by drafting a Statement to the German Federal Diet. Published on 
30 January 1836 in the Journal des Débats, and subsequently in the Allgemeine 
Zeitung and two other German newspapers, Heine’s declaration to the Hohe 
Bundesversammlung said in part: 


Gentlemen, you have accused, judged, and sentenced me without 
giving me either a verbal or written hearing, without charging anyone 
with my defence, or even sendinme a summons. This is not the way 
the Holy Roman Empire, whose place has been taken by the German 
Bund, acted in similar cases. 


‘Doctor Martin Luther of glorious memory’, he reminded them, ‘was provided 
with a safe-conduct and permitted to appear before the Reichstag to defend 
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himself publicly against all accusations.’ For himself, he asked merely to be 
given ‘the freedom of the printed word’. He would use it to prove that his writ- 
ings — far from being ‘irreligious or immoral’ — stemmed from a ‘genuine reli- 
gious and moral synthesis’ long adhered to by ‘our most celebrated writers, 
poets and philosophers, and not only by the so-called Young Germany literary 
school’; and he would use it also to dispel any public misconception that he was 
denying his writings, as might be inferred from his ‘enforced silence’. 

Eating humble pie without abjuring his convictions ~ which is what some of 
the Young Germany writers were doing to theirs at the time — Heine had 
assured the deputies of the Bundesversammlung that his letter was not a 
protest, but ‘a plea to lift the interdict you have pronounced against whatever I 
write’; and that he held them in the respect becoming ‘the highest authorities of 
a beloved homeland’, whose laws he would always obey.' 

‘My childish syrupy submissive letter’, he had written Campe on 4 February, 
‘is sure to have a good effect.’ Was Heine naive? He had a childish streak in him, 
and sometimes enjoyed exploiting it, but his speaking of ‘démarches’ reminds 
one that, using the diplomatic journalese of one power to another, he had once 
before threatened to break relations with Germany’s rulers. He was sure that 
his name would live long after most contemporary monarchs were forgotten, 
and his self-estimate was that of the literary genius, as which indeed he was 
ultimately, if posthumously, to be recognized. His naiveté lay in his expecting 
despotic Prussia to treat him accordingly. If his self-image often blinded him to 
the prevailing reality — so that Campe had to disabuse him of any illusion that 
the German ‘governments have a good opinion of you. The devil they do’ — it 
also helped him to hold his head above water while swimming against the 
current. 

Besides, within days of addressing the Bundesversammlung by way of sound- 
ing the enemy, he was making a move — in the same letter of 4 February — to 
show up the ludicrous, nonsensical character of the ban by suggesting that 
Campe publish a book of his without submitting it to censorship. In January, 
Heine had been flitting about between the rue Cadet, where Mathilde lived, the 
Hôtel d’Espagne (where he was staying temporarily) and the Cité Bergère, 
where a new apartment was being readied for him. Nevertheless, in between 
discussing an English edition of his works with Hayward, the translator of 
Goethe’s Faust, having his portrait taken by Johannot, frequenting the salon of 
Princess Belgiojoso, striking up a new friendship with the marquis de Custine — 
a grand seigneur with literary aspirations at whose soirées Chateaubriand read 
from his works and Chopin would play — and otherwise ‘enjoying the delights 
of the season’, Heine had put the finishing touches to his ‘Florentine Nights’. 
He now proposed that Campe publish this belletristic work, ‘touching on 
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neither politics nor religion’, together with an equally ‘harmless’ essay on Ele- 
mental Spirits, under the title of Salon II. 

Would Campe be ready to defy the ban by printing Salon ITT uncensored? 
The book could hardly be accused of containing seditious material. ‘Or’, 
enquired Heine on 4 February, ‘do you consider it too daring to put my name 
on the title page?” 

By 8 March he was sending Campe the manuscript of Salon II, emphasiz- 
ing that if he was unable to print the book uncensored, he had ‘better not print 
it at all’. He made this a ‘point of honour’, declaring that ‘I represent at this 
moment the last shred of German intellectual freedom’; and to show how 
serious he was, he hastened to follow up with another letter, saying that if there 
was no way of eluding Prussian censorship, Campe was not to honour a cheque 
he, Heine, had drawn on his account with the firm.” 

On the night of 29 February, joining /e tout Paris at a rare double event, 
Heine had been to the Grand Opéra for the premiere of Giacomo Meyerbeer’s 
Les Huguenots, and then repaired to the inaugural ball given by the Rothschilds 
at their renovated palais in the rue Laffitte. Leaving it at 4 a.m., he went more or 
less directly to his desk without having had any sleep. ‘Giddy with ideas and 
images’ picked up during the night, he set them down in somewhat pell-mell 
fashion, but felt too exhausted to write a full review of the opera which, with its 
dramatic conflict between Catholics and Protestants, its spectacular mise en 
scène and its musically superb fourth act, confirmed Meyerbeer as the uncon- 
tested king or ‘pope’ of European opera. 

Observing that a masterpiece requires several hearings to be appreciated, Heine 
declared in his short report that Meyerbeer was ‘the greatest living master of 
counterpoint’ and otherwise quoted the opinion of experts that in inventiveness 
and perfection of form Les Huguenots surpassed even Meyerbeer’s phenomenal 
Robert le Diable, never dreaming that for a hundred years or more his detractors 
would seize on this to claim that he had not attended the premiere at all.3 

After the Rothschild ball, Heine dined on two separate evenings in the first 
week of March 1836 with Meyerbeer’s mother Amalia Beer, the wealthy Berlin 
hostess whose charitable works had elicited a singular gesture from Prussia’s 
anti-Semitic Friedrich Wilhelm ITI — the award of the Order of Queen Luise in 
the form of a special medal substituted for the usual cross — and with the com- 
poser himself, besides attending another performance of Les Huguenots. Dining 
with the rich and famous was all very well; but within days, Heine learned that 
Campe, acting against all instructions, had submitted the manuscript of Salon 

IIT to the Berlin Censorship. 

‘Sick with annoyance’ at having his plan spoiled, Heine was all the more 

furious when he learned that Campe had acted in compliance with a new Pruss- 
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ian regulation, which — ostensibly casing the ban — allowed the prohibited 
“Young Germany’ writers to publish future works so long as they obtained the 
imprimatur of the ‘Supreme Censorship Commission’ in Berlin. As this had 
hitherto not been required for works published in any of the German states 
other than Prussia, Heine felt that by conforming to the new regulation Campe 
had walked into a trap and had created a dangerous precedent. 

‘Prussia wants to buy me for my own money”? he exclaimed. ‘For a book of 
mine to pass its censorship I would have to avoid anything derogatory to it; I 
could heckle foreign states so long as I lovingly stroke Prussia’s pelt — and all 
this in return for being allowed to pocket a royalty of a few Thaler which actu- 
ally represents my own-well-earned money.’+ 

He not only forced Campe to withdraw the manuscript from Berlin’s ‘Sup- 
reme Commission’, but sent a 4-page-long statement to the Allgemeine Zeitung. 
Besides protesting Prussia’s censorship manipulations, he produced a series of 
arguments challenging the constitutional legality of the Bundestag decree sum- 
marily ‘banning even my harmless poems everywhere’. f 

Most of it being struck by the censor, the Allgemeine Zeitung printed a note 
saying that the full text had met with ‘hindrances’, but quoted the fact that 
Heine, rather than accept a ‘Prussian imprimatur’, had ‘ordered his publisher 
to withdraw his manuscript from Berlin.’ Now Campe, whose printers had 
refused to set up Heine’s work, spluttered with anger, and as so often happens 
between coalition partners, the two quarrelled over which of them was causing 
the other the greater trouble. Once Heine realized that the Prussians were out 
‘either to ruin me or to turn me into a villain’ — ‘they will not succeed in the 
latter purpose’, he declared to Campe on 14 March — he was full of fight. The 
unequal battle was accompanied by a good deal of ‘disinformation’ — such as 
Heine’s allegation that Prussia had threatened to stop circulation of the Revue 
des Deux Mondes in Germany if it published anything by Heine, and from the 
other side an officialsounding claim that Heine, the great fighter against the 
reactionary status quo, had offered his ‘complete submission’ to none but Met- 
ternich himself. 

No evidence, at least no written evidence, has been found to indicate that 
Prussia at this time was threatening any Paris newspaper for which Heine 
wrote. At the beginning of March 1836, Heine drew Campe’s attention to an 
article on his De /’Allemagne which had appeared in the London Quarterly 
Review. After blandly, if inaccurately, informing its readers ‘without breach of 
delicacy that his mother was a Prussian lady of good family’, but that his father 
was one of those de-judaized Jews ‘whom Sheridan wittily likened to the blank 
leaf between the Old and New Testaments’, this piece contained a passage 
saying that Heine had ‘transplanted himself to Paris, and there associated 
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himself in an intimate league, offensive and defensive, with the most violent 
section of the Jacobin Propagandist — whose plans embrace the entire extirpa- 
tion of the Christian faith... and the total abolition of monarchy and aristocracy 
in Europe.” 

Published about the time when the Bundestag had issued its ban, this made 
Heine — who kept affirming his ‘monarchic principles’ and had come under fire 
from Bérne, the chief of the German Jacobins in Paris, precisely for keeping his 
distance from the radicals — feel that there was an ‘orchestrated’ smear cam- 
paign against him, especially as a German newspaper in March dug up another 
unfriendly piece about him which had appeared in the Quarterly Review. Heine, 
the enfant terrible who had lately toned down his aggressiveness, saw himself as 
a moderate. He never understood, or refused to accept the fact, that Europe’s 
conservatives, let alone the German governments, regarded him as a thorn in 
their flesh or simply hated him. His anger at his maltreatment by these govern- 
ments was mixed with consternation, for convinced as he was that he could 
read ‘the tendency’ of society, and that what he wrote about its future must be 
of interest to their statesmen, he clung — like a man who is the victim of some 
terrible misunderstanding — to the illusion that these statesmen must by now 
have realized that he was not writing for the ‘vulgar’ masses in order to stir 
political revolution. Rather, his revolutionary spirit was of a more philosophical 
kind, and aimed — in the best Saint-Simonist fashion, one might say — ‘at the 
conversion of the most highly placed persons.” 

It was in a message sent by the Prussian ambassador to Vienna, Count 
Maltzan, to King Friedrich Wilhelm III, that Metternich was reported to have 
told him in great confidence about receiving a letter from the ‘fameux Heine, 
renfermant la soumission la plus complète de ce détestable écrivain? Maltzan, 
writing in July 1836, saw this as one of the ‘beneficial effects of the wise Federal 
resolutions’ against the Young Germany writers. The original of Heine’s sup- 
posed letter to Metternich has never been found, and the unsettled matter of 
his ‘submission’ to Metternich remains one of those battlefield mysteries 
baffling historians long after the combatants are dead. Complicated by two 
letters in which Heine claimed that ‘in Austria Prince Metternich is, I hear, 
uncommonly sympathetic to me’, it has led to the assumption, among other 
theories, that Heine’s ‘intransitive mind’ made him the prisoner of some idée 

fixe remote from reality. 


In March 1836, Heine received the welcome news that the new Baron Cotta — 
who had succeeded his father as head of his publishing empire — wished him to 
resume writing for the Allgemeine Zeitung. The news was brought to him by 
August Lewald, an actor-playwright of many talents who edited Cotta’s Allge- 
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meine Theater-Revue as well as the Europa magazine. Lewald was much younger 
than Heine, but a lasting friendship developed between the two men and in the 
first week of April Heine took Lewald round to Meyerbeer, to the historian 
Mignet, to Janin, Sainte-Beuve and George Sand. 

Towards the end of April, the eminent Viennese playright Franz Grillparzer 
arrived in Paris. As Heine kept his address at No. 3 Cité Bergére secret, it took 
Grillparzer two days of inquiries before he was able to call on him. The short- 
sighted Heine, who had never met him, opened the door and took him at first 
for the marquis de Custine. Grillparzer found Heine ‘in the best of health... We 
had an hour’s excellent conversation,... I have hardly ever heard a German 
writer talk better sense.’ On 6 May the two of them dined at the Rothschilds in 
the company of Rossini and others. Grillparzer noted in his diary that Baroness 
Betty was ‘amiable, educated, eloquent’ and practically like a ‘goddess’ com- 
pared to Baron James’s ‘common’ appearance and manners.’ 

Heine was much feted, he observed, but left early. He had come in from Le 
Coudray, a village within 10 hours’ drive from Paris, where he stayed from the 
beginning of May to the end of July seeking (as he wrote to Campe) ‘undis- 
turbed solitude and fruitful peace of mind.’ His ‘Florentine Nights’ had been 
serialized in Cotta’s Morgenblait as well as in Revue des Deux Mondes, and in 
June an excerpt had been published in Moscow. At the beginning of July the 
North American Monthly magazine devoted two articles to him. Both Grill- 
parzer and Lewald noted that he had put on some weight. But there was to be 
no peace for Heine that summer, and the next couple of years were to be one of 
the most harassed and unfruitful periods in his life. 

First, if he was determined not to let Prussia succeed in turning him into ‘a 
villain’, it succeeded in ruining him financially. Ever since March, he had been 
complaining about money problems. Grillparzer described his apartment — 
which Heine had described to Campe as ‘splendid and voluptuous’ — as consist- 
ing of ‘two small rooms... the second of which, Heine’s study, was even tinier 
but looked almost spacious because of the practically total absence of furniture. 
His whole ostensible library consisted of a single book which he said himself 
was a borrowed one.’ Heine, in short, seemed to him to live in straitened cir- 
cumstances. In July, indeed, during one of his brief forays to Paris, flashily 
dressed as usual, he was borrowing 600 francs for a month from the publisher 
Renduel. 

But money was not Heine’s only problem. He was infatuated with Mathilde, 
but still resisting her attraction. For well over a year — until he was finally to 
succumb and move in with her at her flat in the rue Cadet — No. 3 Cité Bergére 
served as a convenient pied-à-terre where he could assert his ‘freedom’ by 
indulging in erotic adventures. Grillparzer, who besides writing successful 
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plays enjoyed a government sinecure, bequeathed to the world his shock at the 
way Heine, receiving him in a morning robe, had without further ado led him 
into his ‘disorderly household’ of two rooms, ‘in the first of which two grisettes 
were fooling about...’? Living even then part of the time at Mathilde’s, Heine in 
a sense had not been entirely bluffing when describing his own bohemian apart- 
ment as a ‘voluptuous’ one; and it was no wonder that he kept its address secret, 
although he did so chiefly in order to keep out both nosy importuners trying to 
pry into his private life and visiting German well-wishers eager to write home 
that they had seen him. 

After ‘a very pleasant time in Paris’, within a week of Grillparzer’s unan- 
nounced visit, he was writing to Lewald from the village of Le Coudray: ‘Now 
my M[athilde] is sitting next to me in front of a large fireplace and is sewing 
new shirts for me... She cheers up my life through the very constant incon- 
stancy of her caprices.’ Lewald, perhaps the only one of his intimates to whom 
Heine had so far introduced Mathilde, described her as ‘a pretty brunette with 
fiery eyes’. Heine now half-cynically and half-humourously boasted to Lewald 
that Mathilde — having taken the trouble to read the French translation of his 
Travel Pictures — had been seized with a deathly pallor when coming upon an 
erotic scene. ‘She is so jealous... that I had to promise her in future to address 
any words of love in my books exclusively to invented, idealized figures.” 

Nevertheless, at the beginning of August, hardly returned to Paris — while 
Mathilde had gone to another place in the country — Heine was discovered by a 
man called Steege in the company of two grisettes, Céleste and Augustine. 
Steege, of whom nothing but his address in the Place Sorbonne is known, 
seems to have had some claim to Augustine. He made a scene, and wrote a letter 
demanding satisfaction. Heine arranged to meet him at a café. Steege did not 
turn up, Augustine was in hysterics, and a complicated correspondence took 
place before the affair was settled without a duel. 

Heine and Campe had by now grudgingly settled their differences. Heine’s 
libertine affairs would have been less relevant had they not embroiled him in what 
— on 1 September, in separate letters to Mignet and Campe — he described as 
‘embarras domestiques’, probably with the jealous Mathilde, which interfered with 
his work just as the war against the ban moved towards new developments: ‘I feel 
at this moment like a harassed dog, assailed by unforeseen and most embarrassing 
events which necessarily have an adverse effect on my literary activities.’ 

At Le Coudray, he had been working on his ‘Elemental Spirits’, the essay 
which — together with ‘Florentine Nights’ — was to go into Salon IIT. But it 
turned out that the two works together were not enough to bring the volume up 
to 21 sheets, or 320 pages, the peculiar watershed fixed by the Prussian authori- 
ties, though the book could still be suppressed. 
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Choosing a new tactic, Heine decided to augment the volume with a Vorrede 
(Preface), and since he could not write anything blatantly political, he would 
turn it into a violent broadside against Wolfgang Menzel — the nationalist liter- 
ary critic who was held largely responsible for instigating the Bundestag ban — 
exposing his role as ‘the Informer’ in terms so offensive as to provoke him to a 
duel, or show him up as a coward. But Prefaces spelled trouble for Heine, as 
when he had been forced to write his ‘Preface to the Preface’, and the same 
thing happened again. In his letter of 1 September to Campe, written from 
Amiens — where he had developed symptoms of some mysterious, ‘cholera-like’ 
disease — Heine for the first time confessed to the unnerving effect the constant 
thought of censorship, ‘now that the most innocent thing is suspect’, was 
having on his writing: “Three times I wrote the Preface to the Salon up to the 
middle’, he wrote bitterly, ‘and three times I destroyed it. What use is it to 
write, if it is not printed? His mood may have been influenced by his coming 
down with jaundice, which within a day or two forced him to return to Paris, 
where he was bedridden for the rest of the month. On 5 October he left for 
Marseilles, and on the 7th he described to Campe the horrible 8 days he had 
spent ‘neither eating nor sleeping, only vomiting and cramps.’ He intended to 
spend the winter in Italy, and promised soon to supply the ‘few sheets required 
to complete Salon II.’ But he was not completely cured and got only as far as 
Aix-en-Provence, where he learned of an outbreak of cholera in Naples and 
gave up the idea of travelling to Italy. 

From Aix another cry of despair emerged in a letter to Princess Belgiojoso: 
‘Madame’, he wrote on 30 October ‘should I not make an ignoble peace with the 
authorities across the Rhine in order to escape all these worries of exile and this 
fastidious want which is worse than utter poverty?... I am more sick in soul than 
in body; the jaundice is now in my heart.’ 

It was in this state of mind, some time in October, with his nerves ‘racked by 
the commercial noise’ of Marseilles and perhaps remembering that he had once 
nursed Uncle Salomon’s son through the cholera in Paris, that Heine turned for 
help to his Hamburg relative. Doing so in ill-conceived reproachful terms in a 
letter which has not survived, he could not resist coining the phrase which 
Uncle Salomon never forgave him: ‘The best thing about you is that you bear 
my name.’ 

The result was that by November he was broke. ‘Only a fool or a friend will 
now lend me money,’ he candidly informed Moses Moser, the Berlin friend of 
his youth. ‘I have recently had the bitterest quarrel with my uncle, the million- 
aire; I could not stand his base meanness any longer.’ Moser never replied to his 
plea for a loan of 400 Thaler in the name of their old but now lapsed friendship. 

In April, Lewald had offered to interest a publisher in Stuttgart, where his 
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Theater-Revue appeared, in the production of a Collected Edition of Heine’s 
works, From time to time Heine inquired, but although Lewald sounded 
encouraging, the matter dragged on through all the long months when money 
worries, sexual dissipation, domestic troubles, illness, and ‘the sheer insanity’ of 
having to write like ‘a stammerer with half a tongue’ because of ‘the censorship 
sword over my head’, conspired to stall his pen. On 20 December, restored to 
health in Paris, he promised Campe to send the long-delayed Preface to Salon 
III within 8 days. He was finally to post it on 23 January, but by then catastro- 
phe had struck. 

Heine informed Campe that — as the result of what he vaguely called ‘a series 
of the most incomprehensible events’ — he was ‘20,000 francs in debt’, a not 
inconsiderable sum equal to George Sand’s total income that year. Already in 
November Heine had hinted to Moser that some ‘amiable but frivolous’ French 
friends had taken advantage of him and caused him ‘great financial damage’, 
Months later, he amplified somewhat in a letter to his brother Maximilian: 
‘Through the most abject villainy of a friend for whom I stood guaranty and with 
whom I deposited money, I was placed in a disastrous situation.’ Writing after the 
event, he added that it took the greatest efforts ‘to satisfy every demand’, to avert 
the prospect of being taken to the Saint-Pélagie debtors prison and ‘avoid laying 
myself bare to my enemies, That was the principal thing.’!° 

Always suspicious and circumspect, he was keen to protect himself against 
his enemies’ sniping and gave no further details, thereby laying himself open 
for more than a century to the guesses and speculations of legions of students 
about how he had got into this disastrous situation in the first place. Had he 
gambled? Had he lost money in an unsuccessful speculation in railway shares 
and were his creditors insisting on immediate payment? Had he lightly under- 
taken an obligation for a friend, or was it some piece of blackmail resulting from 
the dubious company he kept? Was he really facing debtors prison? Or had he 
perhaps just made up the whole story ‘to gain sympathy and account for the 
hole in his pocket’? All these theories have been put forward by biographers and 
literary historians." 

The fact is that nobody knows, and this remains yet another Heine mystery. 
To compound matters, in his 23 January letter to Campe, Heine mentioned 

Metternich’s being ‘sympathetic’ to him; and in his letter to Lewald two days 
later he repeated this claim but added that ‘even in Prussia the highest and most 
influential statesmen have made utterances in my favour... Without my having 
to utter a single word against my convictions, people are giving up their misgiv- 
ings. They are of course aware of my bad standing with the Jacobins.’’” 

That he had a secret admirer in Metternich’s chancellery — in the person of 
Gentz, Metternich’s right-hand man and former ‘Secretary of Europe’ — Heine 
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knew from their mutual friend Varnhagen. According to the latter, Gentz had 
made Metternich see ‘the indescribable magic’ of Heine’s poetry and wit. 
Gentz was now dead, but a letter of his is cited describing Metternich’s delight 
at some barbed remarks about Talleyrand in the Allgemeine Zeitung, only to be 
told by Gentz that they were from the pen of ‘the devil himself [Heine], the 
man whom no censorship can beat.’3 

Heine must have known, however, that Metternich had hardly become his 
well-wisher, and it is not surprising that the two letters in which he tried to 
make him out as one have been cited as an example of his ‘pathological’ inability 
‘to apprehend accurately the objective reality of his life.’'+ It is just as plausible, 
however, that in both letters Heine was simply bluffing in order to allay the cen- 
sorship fears of two different German publishers. 

In the Preface he finally sent to Campe he attacked German nationalism as a 
tool of the darkest reaction. Knowing that Campe had been badly hit by the ban 
and was otherwise in a gloomy mood — “There is now in Germany no struggle 
with the despots... we are all the anvil on which they are hammering with raw 
brutality,’ the publisher complained’ — Heine assured him that he had taken 
every trouble ‘to treat the most delicate subjects in a manner that disarms the 
governments.” At the same time he insisted that the Preface must be printed 
without ‘one iota being omitted... our whole relationship depends on it.’ 
Emphasizing that his moderation was gaining him the goodwill of Germany’s 
statesmen was his way of persuading Campe not to ‘sacrifice’ him in the jittery 
manner which had made him — unnecessarily, in Heine’s view — submit the 
material of Salon ITI to Berlin. 

The same type of objective was even more transparent in his letter to 
Lewald, which was written in an analogous context. Lewald had recently come 
up with two Stuttgart publishers vying to produce a Gesamtausgabe, or Col- 
lected Edition, of Heine’s works. One of them, headed by Johannes Scheible, 
was actually offering 20,000 francs, payable in two instalments, for his Collected 
Work plus his Memoirs, which he had started writing. The extent to which 
Heine represented a censorship risk to publishers is evident from the fact that 
when Scheible submitted his formal offer to undertake the Gesamtausgabe he 
demanded that ‘in deference to Prussia’ they should be ‘softened down’, i.e., 
cleared of some of the radical things Heine had written at one time or another. 
Scheible had yet to raise this point when Heine, correctly assessing the 
problem, anticipated him by conveying to him through the intermediary of 
Lewald that the German governments knew that he had distanced himself 
from the Jacobins. 

After he received Scheible’s formal offer, Heine informed him that ‘should 
the present censorship rigours against me remain in effect’ and create a situation 
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where he would have to choose between jeopardizing the Gesamtausgabe or ‘hay- 
ing to humiliate myself before the authorities and incur the suspicion of betray- 
ing my own opinions’, he was ready instead to waive 5,000 francs of his fee by 
way of compensating the publisher. He was sure that he ran no risk in doing so, 
for within a year he would, ‘as far as my honour permits, satisfy Pr[ussia} with 


his moderation.'® 


If there was something of an idée fixe about this, it stemmed from his illusion 
that his moderation was of greater worth to the German governments ‘than the 
servility of our Teutomaniacs’ and from his now regarding himself as more of a 
‘philosophical’ than a political revolutionary, a man, that is ~ as he suggested to 
Lewald — standing above the petty daily fray of society and chiefly concerned to 
‘illuminate its tendency’ and future. He was, after all, the poet-prophet who 
knew ‘the watchword of the future’. In the Preface he had just sent to Campe, 
berating Germany’s nationalists for stirring up the old bogey of Francophobia, 
he declared that ‘in the kingdom of the mind they [the French] are our broth- 
ers’ and once again foretold that a day would come when their material interests 
would bring the two peoples together as allies within a federated Europe. 

Heine’s Salon II, to be published later in 1837, included his Tannhäuser 
ballad, which was to inspire Wagner’s opera. Even before that happened, Heine 
was fully conscious that in his poetry and prose, his satires and polemics, he was 
making a first-rank contribution not only to the literature of Germany but to its 
political culture. If his attempts to reconcile the opposites sometimes made him 
look as if he were charging windmills, this, given his nature as a lone knight-in- 
armour — and the absence at the time of the international support which dissi- 
dents and political exiles nowadays receive from far-flung countries — was part 


of his way of fighting reality. 


Scheible’s offer happened to coincide with the arrival in Paris of a Mr Hvas, 
who invited Heine to write an introduction to a German edition of Don Quixote. 
Since Hvas, who represented Brodag’s ‘Classical’ Library — the second Stutt- 
gart firm which had approached Heine to stipulate his terms for a Gesamt- 
ausgabe — was offering 1,000 francs, Heine was doubly pleased to accept. Don 
Quixote was one of the first books he had ever read; and the 500 francs he got as 
a down-payment was the first money received in his hour of financial distress. 
All the solace Campe had been able to offer him on 28 January 1837 was to 
advise him to repair his relations with his Uncle Salomon. Nevertheless, on 17 
February Heine notified Campe that Scheible was ready to sign a 10-year con- 
tract for a Gesamtausgabe of 12 volumes. Although down for weeks with a per- 
sistent ‘flu — ‘a juste-milieu illness which allows you neither to live nor to die’ — 
Heine was now as busy as a man keeping three balls in the air. While waiting for 
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Campe’s reaction, he had to keep Scheible’s interest alive, but on 24 February 
he informed him that before signing their contract he felt in decency bound to 
offer the Gesamtausgabe to his long-time publisher ‘on the same terms as pro- 
posed by others’. Although he frankly thought that Campe would not take up 
the offer, the opposite happened. An acrimonious bit of haggling ensued — with 
Campe claiming that the rights to a Collected Edition were his in the first place, 
Heine insisting that he had never sold him anything but individual books, and 
Campe accusing him of disloyalty and claiming that he had to mortgage his 
house to match Scheible’s terms. 

The upshot was that Heine sold Campe his Collected Works for 20,000 
francs, of which he was to get 5,000 on signature and the rest in instalments 
over the next 30 months. He and Campe knew each other well enough to be 
familiar with their individual wiles, but as they tried to make the most of their 
cards, there was more bargaining on specific paragraphs, publication dates, etc. 
Heine accused Campe of dragging his feet, causing him the embarrassment of 
making Scheible think that he was ‘leading him by the nose’; and letters kept 
shuttling back and forth before the final contract was hammered out at the 
beginning of April. 

Campe turned out to be the tougher businessman, for Heine, in a hurry to 
get the first down-payment and to be freed of his creditors, gave him as a bonus 
the right to reprint any number of new editions of his single volumes already 
published without further payment. 

But what use was a contract so long as Heine’s writings were banned? At 
Campe’s insistence, Heine, who only 8 months earlier had bitterly asked what 
use it was to write if it was not printed, agreed to publish a notice saying that 
the Gesamtausgabe of his works to be issued by Hoffmann and Campe ‘will not 
be printed before both the author and the publisher may count on the non-par- 
tisan good will of the various German censorship authorities.’ 

With the censorship wall blocking him in all directions, and the fate of the 
Gesamtausgabe now at stake, everything depended on his vaunted ability to 
obtain the good will which would make Prussia lift or at least relax the ban on 
him. On 13 April, he confidentially disclosed to Campe that he planned to ask 
his old Berlin friend Varnhagen von Ense to write the prospectus for the 
Gesamtausgabe. The quiet-spoken Varnhagen, though a liberal and on the 
retired list, continued to be well-regarded at the Prussian Court, and sometimes 
had the King’s ear. Heine observed to Campe that Varnhagen’s name on the 
prospectus would be ‘doubly advantageous. I intend to make my peace with 
Prussia insofar as my honour permits.’'? 

During the third week of May, Heine went with Mathilde to Granville in 
Brittany. During this holiday, he was working on his controversial Ludwig Borne, 
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A Memorial, which he had started towards the end of January, three weeks 
before the death of his great Jacobin antagonist. He also made a start on ‘the 
proposed novel of my life’, which he thought at the time would fill three 
volumes. Before leaving Paris he had driven, at 6 a.m. on 1 May, to the Bois de 
Saint-Cloud to fight a duel with a young Frenchman. 

Heine was very jealous of the coquettish Mathilde. They had been dining 
together with J.H. Detmold, a liberal lawyer and old friend of Heine’s, at the 
popular Boeuf à la Mode restaurant when a group of aristocratic students 
drinking at a nearby table began to flirt rather ostentatiously with Mathilde. 
Upon overhearing one of them make a suggestive remark, Heine got up and hit 
him. The ensuing fracas ended with cards being exchanged, and Detmold’s 
consoling the agitated owner with the remark that he could now enrich the 
soufflés on his menu with a souflet [slap in the face] @ la Heine. The student 
involved chose a baron and a cavalry captain for his seconds. Heine, not to be 
outdone, enlisted as his second Count Ignace de Gurowski, a dashing young 
Polish socialite-in-exile. The result was that Heine, accompanied by Gurowski 
and his other second — a doctor by the name of Massarellos — drew up at the 
appointed place in grand style, in an equipage with 4 thoroughbreds, liveried 
attendant and all. 

The duel was to be fought with cavalry pistols at 15 paces. According to con- 
temporary newspaper reports — in Le Courier Frangais of 4 May and in Augs- 
burg’s Allgemeine Zeitung of the 11th ~ each of the two principals ‘fired and 
missed’, after which they exchanged expressions of mutual esteem and left the 
park. The All/gemeine’s informant, however, claimed that the duel was provoked 
by a Frenchman at the café who had loudly criticized German manners; and by 
the 24th the Abendzeitung of Dresden was declaring that ‘Heine duelled for the 
honour of the fatherland.’ To cap it all, Dr Massarellos, writing more than 40 
years after the event, claimed that the affair was settled without a single shot, 
the Frenchman’s seconds accepting his assurance that Heine, the great poet, 
regretted the incident, whereupon one of them had actually joined Heine’s 
party for breakfast at a restaurant in the park. Since Heine was involved in quite 
a few duels in Paris, the assumption is that Massarellos may have mixed up two 
different encounters, and that on this particular occasion both principals simply 
fired in the air." 

Heine enjoyed his stay in Brittany. He visited Chateaubriand’s birthplace at 
Saint-Malo and Mont Saint-Michel, explored the Breton coastline, talked to 
fishermen and studied the scene of the Vendée wars. Mathilde was with him, 
and but for mentioning that her ‘wildcat’ temperament still frightened him 
sometimes, he sounded happy. He had about finished On The French Stage, and 
was playing with the idea of visiting London for the purpose of comparing 
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English stage and musical life with those of France and Germany. In mid-July, 
however, Mathilde was taken ill and the couple, finding no good doctors in 
Granville, set out on the return journey to Paris, travelling three days and two 
nights before reaching there on the 18th. 

Barely arrived, Heine met with Balzac on the same day. The novelist con- 
fided in him that he meant to rest from his gargantuan labours on the Comédie 
humaine and switch to writing for the stage, because in the theatre one could 
make a fortune more quickly and with less effort. Heine dampened his enthusi- 
asm and gave him a piece of advice which Balzac promptly reported to Madame 
Hanska: ‘I mentioned to Heine my idea of writing a play [faire du théâtre]. He 
said to me: “Beware! A man who is used to serving time at Brest cannot get 
accustomed to Toulon. Stick to the jail you know.” Balzac found the allegory 
apt enough to add: ‘It is true that I now work like a man sentenced to penal 
servitude.’ He was to realize that there was wisdom, too, in Heine’s impromptu 
witticism when his play Vautrin — based on the eponymous and enormously 
popular figure he had created in Père Goriot and Les Illusions perdues — proved a 
dismal failure in 1840. 

On the same day of his return to Paris, though exhausted from his long 
journey, Heine dashed off a letter to Campe pressing him — not for the first time 
— for news of his Salon LI. The fate of this ‘tame’, non-political book, coupled 
with that of the Preface blasting the chauvinism of Wolfgang Menzel, would 
show whether and to what extent he could go on publicizing his ideas in 
Germany in spite of the ban. On 29 July, with no word from Campe yet, Heine 
asked the lawyer Detmold, who had returned to Germany, to find out anything 
he could about Salon IIT. His letter to Detmold contained, among other things, 
the ominous news that Heine’s left arm was semi-paralyzed and ‘withering 
daily’. Two days later, having spent only a fortnight in Paris, he and Mathilde 
departed for Boulogne. As she disliked the place, they left on 3 August and spent 
the rest of the month at Le Havre. Heine loved swimming in the sea and hoped 
that it would improve his blood circulation and the condition of his left arm. 

Unknown to him, Salon III had in fact appeared in Germany in mid-July. 
Besides ‘Florentine Nights’, a fragmentary novel stringing together a series of 
‘fairy tale-like’ episodes — and memorable chiefly for a passage on the violinist 
Paganini and a word-portrait of Princess Belgiojoso — the book contained 
Heine’s ‘Elemental Spirits’. In this essay Heine transported his readers to the 
ancient oak forests of Westphalia, where ‘the voices of primeval time’ echoed 
more truths of life than some of Germany’s modern literature. 

An omnivorous reader in spite of Grillparzer’s remark about the absence of 
books in his study, Heine quoted Charlemagne’s capitularies to prove the per- 
sistence of pagan beliefs in Germany. He used old ballads and plays to conjure 
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up the whole spirit world — elves materializing out of trees, dwarfs mining the 
earth beneath stones, nixies in white dresses wet at the hemline emerging from 
watery abodes — that continued to inhabit the German imagination. Adding a 
fourth element, he remarked that the devil, besides being the ‘great logician’ 
depicted in Dante’s /nferno, was the only ‘fire spirit’ cool enough by nature to 
bear and even enjoy the flames of hell. 

‘Not everything that is buried is dead’, was Heine’s refrain as he tried, not 
for the first time, to penetrate the deepest layers of the German soul. Rehashing 
one of his favourite themes, he observed that the early Christians had destroyed 
the Greek temples and marble statues not so much because these were dedi- 
cated to pagan deities, but because they believed them to be ‘strongholds of real 
demons... The first Christians would rather be martyred than worship the devil 
Jupiter or the she-devil Diana, let alone the arch-she-devil Venus.’ 

This view is demonstrated in Heine’s Tannhäuser ballad, the main and 
explicit purpose of which was to allegorize the hold which the pagan past still 
exercised on the German subconscious. ‘The past is the actual homeland of 
man’s soul and he is seized by a longing for feelings he once experienced, be 
they ever so woeful. That is what happened to Tannhäuser, whose song is one 
of the strangest linguistic monuments preserved by the German people.’ At the 
same time as the eroticism pervading it fitted Heine’s philosophy of ‘sensual- 
ism’, the Tannhäuser legend spoke to his heart all the more because he could 
identify with its hero. When he wrote the ballad in October 1836, Heine, like 
Tannhauser, had been struggling to escape the temptations of Mathilde. The 
Tannhauser who in the last stanzas of the poem takes a dig at Hamburg — the 
city of Heine’s own unhappy youth — and then declares that, rather than ever 
live in that ‘rascally’ mercantile town, he prefers to settle down to domestic bliss 
in the Venusberg with the she-devil and her household of ‘fair women’, spoke 
for a Heine who already inwardly knew that he was to end up with Mathilde in 
the Venusberg of her rooms in the rue Cadet. 

Since writing that finish to Tannhäuser, he had discovered that life with 
Mathilde —as he had confided, not without some irony, in his letter to Detmold of 
29 July 1837, shortly before leaving Paris for the seaside — involved being dragged 
to the vaudeville theatre and sitting through 4 shows in one evening in a suffocat- 
ing hall steaming with the summer heat. In that letter, besides mentioning the 
trouble with his left arm, Heine hinted cryptically at some new financial catastro- 
phe that had befallen him: ‘It is truly strange how misfortune lately pursues me. 
Hardly did I start introducing the strictest order into my affairs when the most 
unforeseen disaster upsets everything.’ Coincidentally, on the same 2gth of July, 
Campe had posted a letter to Boulogne informing Heine of the publication of 
Salon TIT, but as he was in Le Havre the news took a long time reaching him. 
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Though Heine considered the two works making up Salon IHI harmless 
enough, he was most anxious to know what had happened to the provocative 
Preface in which — besides accusing Germany’s Francophobic nationalists of 
poisoning the minds of the mob by equating xenophobia with patriotism — he 
had attacked Wolfgang Menzel, the panjandrum of German literary critics, as a 
dishonourable man of small talent who had exploited ‘the frightened silence’ 
prevailing in the fatherland to incite its ministers against Germany’s progres- 
sive young writers, whose books these ministers never read. 

Heine’s self-styled ‘bomb of a Preface’ had in fact been censored out of 
Salon ITI. With the foresight of a strategist, however, Heine had persuaded 
Campe to issue the lengthy Preface as a separate pamphlet under the title Uber 
den Denunziaten (‘On the Denunciator’). ‘You owe it to the young writers’, he 
had exhorted the publisher, informing him as early as January that he was ready 
to waive any royalty for this separate publication. For once, Campe had imme- 
diately agreed and — since the main purpose of the exercise was to provoke 
Menzel to a duel — had even gallantly offered to fight him in Heine’s place. For 
the Preface to achieve its aim, Heine, doing his aggressive best, had accused 
Menzel of cowardice and hurled every other possible insult at him. In a stinging 
passage applying to him the racist standards prevalent in Menzel’s own Teuto- 
maniac circles, he wrote: “This hero of Deutschtum and champion of German 
nationalism does not look at all like a German; rather, his features are those of a 
Mongol... every cheekbone a Kalmuck!... If the Mongol hordes ever come to 
Stuttgart, the Bashkiris will immediately hail him as their long-lost brother.’ 
Rubbing it in, Heine went on to say that this was ‘of course very grievous for a 
man who constantly beats the drum of nationalism and inveighs against every- 
thing foreign.’ After noting that, contrary to ‘the old-German race-brokers, we 
regard the whole of mankind as one large family whose members prove their 
worth not by the colour of their skin or their bone structure but by the impulses 
of their souls and their deeds,’ Heine, from his bitter exile, concluded his 
polemic with the words: ‘Greetings to those who suffer in the fatherland.’ 

‘On the Denunciator’ had now appeared as a separate brochure simultane- 
ously with Salon ITI. At Le Havre, however, Heine was completely cut off from 
the world. Mathilde behaved very well, he was to report, but he himself fretted 
over the fate of his Preface, and even more over his new and otherwise mysteri- 
ous financial disaster, which may have been connected with a good part of his 
previous debt of 20,000 francs that was still owing. 

On 5 August and again on the 2gth, he dispatched two significant letters to 
his younger brother Maximilian. Addressing him as ‘the only one in our family 
who silently understands me’, he poured out his heart. Since Max, who was now 
a successful physician in St Petersburg, was vacationing at Uncle Salomon’s 
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chateau in Hamburg, Heine — besides discussing his medical problems with him 
— informed him of the insulting manner in which the banker had answered his 
plea for help the previous October. And for the first time he hinted that he might 
revenge himself in his Memoirs. Much as he wished to have them ‘published 
only after my death, I need money, and impecuniousness might force me to treat 
the world to a great [family] scandal.’ The veiled threat was out. 

Heine had by now lost the use of his left forearm, and suffered from three-day 
migraines. Added to his vexation at the German censorship and his financial 
worries, these infirmities did much to spoil (as he himself realized) the effect of 
the 15 sea-baths he managed to take. And he was feverishly turning over in his 
mind how best to put into practice a piece of advice given him by his brother Max 
on 12 August — to the effect that Uncle Salomon was after all a noble-hearted and 
generous man, and that the best way to regain his favour and financial help was to 
send him a ‘gemütliche’ letter free of sarcasm and demands for money. 

On 1 September, through the intermediary of Max, he sent Uncle Salomon a 
letter in which he humbly declared that his soul ‘painfully’ yearned to remove ‘the 
misunderstanding’ between them and to be reinstated in the place he had once 
held in his affection. Insisting that ‘only once in my life did I offend you, and that 
at a time when I was down with jaundice... and only with words,’ he reminded 
Salomon that ‘ours is a family of frank and quickly raging characters, whose harsh 
words are as quickly forgotten, and certainly regretted within the hour. Who 
knows this better than you, dear uncle, whose harsh words could kill a man if he 
did not know that your heart is full of goodness, loving kindness and generosity.’ 

So far, Heine was acting on Max’s advice, which corresponded to the course 
repeatedly urged on him by Campe, Baron Cotta, Varnhagen, Kolb and other 
well-wishers. But he was acting against his own nature. And for all the apologies 
and submissive expressions of devotion he worked into his letter, his pride 
rebelled and his hand, as though working against his own strategy, guided his 
pen to inform his uncle, at the very beginning of the letter: ‘My conscience is 
clear, and I have besides seen to it that, when we are all long since in our graves, 
my whole pure, spotless though unhappy life will find its just recognition.’ 
Briefly mentioning his political and personal troubles, he implored his uncle to 
understand his difficult situation. But at the end of the letter he again asserted 


the pride of intellectual superiority born to me and the conscious- 
ness that no one in the world can, with fewer strokes of the pen, more 
powerfully revenge himself than I for all the injuries openly or 
secretly inflicted on me. But tell me, what is the final reason for the 
curse that lies upon all men of great genius; why does the lightning 
of misfortune strike the superior minds, the towers of humanity, 
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most often, while it so lovingly spares the low thatched skulls of 
mediocrity? Tell me why the man who is so soft, so compassionate, so 
merciful to strangers shows himself so hard now to his poor nephew? 


Max rightly judged that Uncle Salomon would be furious at being treated to 
thinly disguised threats. Nor would he appreciate the last lines, in which Heine 
personalized the ancient question: ‘Why do the righteous suffer, while the 
wicked prosper?’!9 He therefore decided not to deliver the letter to their uncle. 

Why Heine, seeking to ingratiate himself with his uncle, should have chosen to 
do so in a counterproductive manner raises the whole question of his relationship 
with Uncle Salomon, the man whose fortune he regarded as if he was entitled toa 
share of it. An auxiliary question that has exercised his biographers almost as 
much is the mystery of what Heine did with all the money he earned. Sammons, 
writing in 1979, estimated that Heine’s total income was ‘probably larger than 
that of most civil servants and professional people.’ Wadepuhl, totting up Heine’s 
income for the 183 1-39 period, arrived at a figure of 116,300 French francs, equi- 
valent in 1970 purchasing power to DM 580,000 in Western Germany. He 
ascribed Heine’s recurring money problems ‘to ‘Stock Exchange speculations — 
which, however, only started later and sometimes brought him a profit’ — and to 
Mathilde, in her ‘insatiable lust for finery and ostentatious clothes, literally 
throwing money out of the window.’ Indeed, Heine often called Mathilde a Ver- 
schwenderin (spendthrift). Sammons, doubting that she was as careless with 
money as he made her out, and noting that Heine never acquired any property or 
lived luxuriously, was led to suspect that his poverty was perhaps ‘partly subjec- 
tive... He may have been a little galled at the size of some huge literary fortunes 
being made in France,’ e.g., Balzac’s obtaining in 1835 ‘a 50,000-franc advance 
plus 1,500 francs a month or half the profits for works as yet unwritten.’?° 

Balzac himself, however, spent such vast sums on all sorts of extravagant or 
illusory projects that he was often forced to flee his creditors, illustrating the 
curious phenomenon that certain imaginative artists may be perfectly capable 
of depicting in detail the operation of the money world but far less expert at 
handling their own finances. 

In Heine’s case, there were two decisive factors at play in 1837. He was not 
only a free-lance writer-in-exile without any regular or steady source of income, 
but also a prohibited one. Secondly, he was beginning to show increasing symp- 
toms of the illness that was eventually to confine him for years to a ‘mattress 
grave’. Headaches had troubled him since his youth; now his left forearm was 
impaired; and on or about the last day of August he developed an ‘hourly worsen- 
ing eye trouble’. But even before this added predicament was to force him to 
hasten his return to Paris, Heine’s seaside letters to Max included some gloomy 
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reflections: ‘When I sometimes look at myself in the mirror I am terrified: Pm 
beginning to look exactly as my father did after his handsomeness went out of his 
face... What with the harassed life I’ve been leading, and the mental and physical 
toll of the last years, the advance guard of decrepitude has caught up with me.”?! 

He was 40, growing fat, and his nerves were on edge. Financially insecure, 
worrying that he might become an invalid just as he had assumed responsibility 
for Mathilde’s upkeep too, he made Max privy to more sombre thoughts on 29 
August: ‘How shall J fare in old age? Honestly speaking, I do not dare think of 
it! I shall probably join those of Germany’s noblest and greatest men who went 
to their graves broken-hearted, and in a torn jacket.’ 

Some of this lament may have been meant for Max to repeat to their uncle, 
but within a day or two of dispatching it on 1 September, together with the 
letter to Uncle Salomon, he was struck by the eye-affliction which was to render 
him ‘unable either to read or to write’ for weeks, and meanwhile filled him with 
‘terror at the feeling of going blind’. 

Significantly, Heine’s thoughts at Le Havre turned more than once to his 
father. ‘My late father used to say, I am not a false man, I can only utter and 
speak what I truly feel.’ And what Heine truly felt was that it was not he who 
owed the Hamburg magnate an apology, but the other way round: ‘It is not 
Uncle who has reason to complain, but J.’ From Heine’s viewpoint, the only 
crime he had committed the previous October was to have sent his uncle a letter 
which should have moved him to pity rather than anger; instead, Salomon had 
responded in a nasty manner, ‘flaying me with the most cutting insults.’ Heine 
raged all the more at the situation which forced him to make amends to his 
uncle for another reason. ‘You know’, he had remarked to Max, ‘I always loved 
this man as though he were my father.’ That was the crux of Heine’s ambiva- 
lence towards Uncle Salomon, the man whom — following his own father’s busi- 
ness fiasco — he had come to regard since adolescence as a second father. Uncle 
Salomon had become the protector and provider who looked after Heine’s 
parents and paid for his higher education and that of his two brothers. But it 
was Uncle Salomon who, without hesitation, had bankrupted his father the 
moment he thought it necessary, had declared him mentally unfit and sent him 
off to wilt away at Oldensloe, disrupting Heine’s parental home in a manner 
which cannot but have had a lingering traumatic effect on him. 

At 16, in his uncle’s chateau at Ottensen, Heine had dined with the likes of 
Fieldmarshal Blücher. But even while bedazzled by Salomon’s diamond- 
bedecked daughters, he had early come to detest the atmosphere at the ‘Castle of 
Affront’, feeling that Salomon’s snooty business associates and hangers-on were 
no friends of his, but mocked and maligned him behind his back. Now, from 
Le Havre, so many years later, he warned Max not to heed ‘the scandalous 


578 


HEINE AND His Tycoon UNCLE 


rumours’ spread about him by their uncle’s toadies and sycophants. What galled 
him most, to judge by this letter, was that, while he was making their name 
famous ‘in the world at large’, the family seemed not to care a hoot about him or 
his reputation. On the contrary, ‘my own uncle’, the substitute father, while 
turning his back on him, played host to his most notorious detractors, who were 
sure to be ‘royally received’ at the chateau in Ottensen. Thus ‘a miserable worm, 
the doctor’ — apparently a pun on Professor Dr Wurm, who had published an 
article against Heine — ‘recently, I am told, dined at my uncle’s table, although 
he insulted me by grossly referring to the circumstances of my birth; and my 
own uncle provided the old maid Speckter, whom he [Wurm] wished to marry, 
with a trousseau. This vermin [Heine went on with his word-play] is well 
matched, for nowhere have my writings been more nastily attacked than in the 
house of this Speckter.’ Heine cited Campe as one of his informants. 

In the last analysis, Heine’s interlarding his apology to Uncle Salomon with 
reminders that he wielded a mighty pen may have stemmed simply from his 
being a polemicist. Anyhow, so convinced was he that Uncle Salomon’s mal- 
treatment of him was not only unjust but the result of some ‘whispering cam- 
paign’ against him, that he did not hesitate to communicate to the banker his 
suspicion that his cousin — Salomon’s son Karl ~ might have been influenced by 
all the hostile ‘hissing’ to the point of suppressing a loving letter he, Heine, had 
sent him in June from Granville. 

Although Heine suspected plots everywhere and tended to dramatize the 
wrongs and injustices done to him — rarely admitting that some of them might 
be self-provoked — he was a man hounded not only by the official apparatus of 
the German states, but by various conservative writers in them as well as by the 
German radicals in Paris. Both parties often denigrated him in the press, and 
his complaints were seldom without some foundation. From Le Havre he 
strongly denied to Max rumours circulating in Germany that he was in the pay 
of the French government. But the story of the ‘French pension’ he supposedly 
received since 1836 was to appear for a century and more in all Heine literature 
before its partial unravelling showed that he did not lie at the time. In fact, he 
obtained a French stipend in other circumstances several years later. 

Heine’s claim that he was being ‘calumniated by both Christians and Jews’?? 
might sound like so much hyperbole were it not known that, besides Menzel, 
Heine had also been attacked in the Evangelische Kirchen-Zeitung by Hengsten- 
berg — the dean of Berlin’s theological faculty — as well as by Borne, Berthold 
Auerbach, J. Weil and other German-Jewish intellectuals.?3 And whatever the 
truth about Dr Wurm and the Speckter spinster, Salomon Heine was a promi- 
nent public figure and along with his entourage certainly felt uncomfortable 
about being associated with Europe’s stormy petrel. 
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Heine was all the more hurt as he inwardly admired the financial acumen, the 
energy and daring by which Uncle Salomon, without studying anything, had 
become ‘the greatest millionaire in Hamburg’ — to end up, in fact, as the great- 
est on the continent — and for all ‘the mighty divergence’ of their opinions, he 
even felt a certain affinity with him. ‘We are essentially much alike in our nature 
and our character,’ he had written years earlier. “The same headstrong boldness, 
coupled with an unfathomable softness of sentiment and incalculable caprice.’ 
Salomon had struck him at the time as ‘a remarkable man who unites great 
faults with the greatest merits’,?+ a description in some respects fitting Heine’s 
own character. 

Heine had a strong sense of family; but the fact that Salomon, by dint of 
both his money and his dominant personality, was its head only complicated 
their relations. Salomon was widely respected as a great philanthropist, and 
Heine himself in a well-known poem and elsewhere was to praise his public 
spirit and the generosity of his charitable work and donations to various Ham- 
burg institutions. But he could not for the life of him understand that the man 
who, among other things, founded ‘institutions to help petty dealers’ should 
‘inexplicably’ leave his own nephew to founder in undeserved misery.”5 

The threat to use his Memoirs as a weapon against his uncle did him a great 
disservice. For while the major part of the Memoirs, and with it his full case 
against Salomon’s behaviour in this family squabble, was to be suppressed, 
Heine’s own letters were to be combed by posterity for every foible or nastiness 
that could be held against him. 


By mid-September 1837, after daily bloodlettings in Paris and other treatment 
by Dr Sichel, Heine’s eyesight was restored to the point where he could make 
out the blurred form of letters; but more weeks were to pass before he could 
take to his pen and resume work. Before that happened, he felt well enough at 
the end of September to accompany Mathilde on a visit to her native village of 
Vinot in the Seine-et-Marne département. It was ‘an incredibly idyllic experi- 
ence’, he wrote to Campe on 3 October, after their return to Paris. It was during 
this visit that Heine, for the sake of Mathilde’s parents, went through the comedy 
of posing as her husband. 

Now he remarked to Campe that his passion for Mathilde was becoming 
more ‘chronic’ by the day. He was nearing the end of his convalescence and 
feeling tolerably well, except for worrying about the future. As things turned 
out, he had good reason to worry. 

Still waiting for the effect of his ‘Menzeliade’ — the brochure ‘On the Denun- 
ciator’, containing the otherwise censored text of his Preface — Heine was even 
more anxious about the result of the gamble he had undertaken in his half- 
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pleading, half-threatening letter to Uncle Salomon. To make sure that Menzel 
would not miss reading ‘On the Denunciator’, Campe, at Heine’s behest, had 
arranged for a copy of it to be delivered to him in person by a trusted friend in 
Stuttgart, together with a note giving Heine’s address. Author and publisher 
had planned and co-ordinated every detail of this move, but Menzel gathered 
his bespattered dignity about him and pretended that it was beneath him to 
duel Heine, or anyone else for that matter, such as Gutzkow, the author of 
Wally, who had likewise challenged him to fight. 

‘If ropes could be written, he would long have been hanged,’ may stand as 
Heine’s disgusted epitaph of the once-liberal critic who had become the literary 
prosecutor of the Young Germany writers. But after all the labour, planning 
and tactics he and Campe had invested in putting together and launching ‘the 
bomb of a Preface’, the bomb had proved a dud. Shortly after this became clear, 
on 22 October Campe sent Heine the news that his harmless Salon TH — which 
had appeared with censorship approval, but without the Preface — was being 
confiscated all over Prussia and Bavaria. Salon TT, with ‘On the Denunciator’ 
reinstated in its rightful place as a preface, was not to be published until a year 
after Heine’s death. 

October 1837 was a month of bad tidings. Close on the heels of Campe’s 
letter, Max Heine — who had ‘confiscated’ Heine’s questionable appeal to Uncle 
Salomon — on the point of returning home to St Petersburg, informed him that 
all his efforts to soften the heart of their mighty relative had failed. If Heine had 
left Le Havre ‘shuddering’ at the consequences of his letter to the magnate 
perhaps misfiring, the consequences were now upon him. 

With publication of his Gesamtausgabe blocked by censorship, he was 
reduced to racking his brain to devise some form of truce with the Prussian 
administration. As for Uncle Salomon, Heine was not finished with him either. 
On the contrary, the greater his setback on one front, the more pressed and 
determined he felt to advance on the other, even though dealing with Salomon 
meant riding a lion. 

‘Uncle Salomon [is] the lion of our [family] menagerie,’ he had written some 
4 years earlier. But soon he was approaching him again, and for years to come in 
their up-and-down relationship he would employ one manoeuvre after another 
to ride ‘the great despot before whom everyone trembles’, hanging on to his 
quarry with the righteous obstinacy of a dispossessed son and the persistence of 
one who was by nature and habit wont to pursue every challenge with all the 
more gusto the greater the odds against him. 


On New Year’s Day, 1838, Heine’s head was brimming with new ideas. Some time 
had passed since he had conceived the project of founding a German-language 
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newspaper in Paris. With himself as chief editor, it was to be no ordinary newspa- 
per, but one that — besides easily surpassing Germany’s dull press in quality ~ 
would beat all foreign competition as well. For the Pariser Zeitung was to be 
written in Paris, but ‘to be printed at a place just across the border in Germany’, 
whence it could be speedily distributed, beating the mails on which the French 
newspapers imported into Germany depended. 

In the course of the autumn, with his eyes much improved, he had resumed 
his social life, seeing more of George Sand and her new friends, Franz Liszt and 
the comtesse d’Agoult, at the latter’s well-attended receptions in the Hôtel de 
France, before she was to depart to Italy for the accouchement of Liszt’s daugh- 
ter, Cosima. In December, Heine had another long conversation with Balzac, 
And on some unknown date that December his souper de noces with Mathilde 
had taken place, following which he had moved in with her ‘for life’, on the 
terms allegedly demanded by her. On New Year’s Day, however, Heine was 
writing to Lewald that Mathilde had developed an intestinal inflammation and 
was at a maison de santé, where he was visiting her daily. In a subsequent letter 
he confidentially described to Lewald some details of his planned newspaper. 

It was an old-new project. His declared objective was twofold, ‘to make a lot 
of money in order to carry on my wars, and to build a formidable bastion from 
which I can keep up my cannon barrage to best effect.’?® But supposing he man- 
aged to establish such a platform for the artillery of his ideas, what use could it 
be, seeing that the whole venture depended on the paper’s circulation in Austria 
and the German states not being obstructed by Prussia, which had recently 
shown Heine its intolerant face? He had long vacillated for fear of undertaking 
anything that might smack of buying peace from Prussia on terms of ‘servility’. 
But now that he could print nothing political, he thought he had found a way of 
getting round the ban. The Pariser Zeitung’s stand on political matters would be 
non-partisan. Prussia could hardly object to a neutral newspaper, while he 
would simply transfer his battle and ‘swing my oriflamme on the literary field’. 

By 12 February 1838 — having apparently ‘through superhuman eloquence 
found an ass of an entrepreneur ready to risk 150,000 francs on the paper”? — 
he was asking Varnhagen von Ense in Berlin to convey to the Prussian court his 
adherence to the monarchic system and his readiness to offer any other guaran- 
tees ‘reconcilable with my honour’. He enclosed a memorandum to Baron Wil- 
helm von Werther, making the same points and merely insisting that the Pariser 
Zeitung be granted ‘freedom of expression with regard to events in the Rhine 
provinces’. Varnhagen duly went to see Werther and on 23 February reported 
back to Heine that the outlook seemed favourable. 

Heine exulted. He paid little attention to Varnhagen’s addendum that a 
formal licence for the newspaper depended on Rochow, Prussia’s Minister of 
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the Interior. Mathilde was still in hospital at the other end of Paris and in 
between travelling for hours to visit her and starting an affair with a variety 
actress — Ye jouis de ma pleine liberté, et j'en abuse même’, he wrote to Detmold on 
16 February — his imagination worked feverishly. He could see his newspaper 
taking shape. All news material and articles on and from France, England and 
western Europe would be posted at 6 in the afternoon to Strasbourg, then taken 
across the Rhine to a printing press in Kehl; there the German news and other 
‘fillers’ would be inserted and special couriers would take the ready paper 
further to distribution centres. In this way they would beat not only the French 
newspapers, but also the reports which the leisurely and mostly unreliable 
German correspondents in Paris (at least two of whom were in the pay of the 
French police) sent home by mail. 

Although the project hung on a slim chance and looked like another of his 
phantasms — almost a replay of his 1828 attempt in Munich to wangle a profes- 
sorship if only he were allowed a modicum of freedom to speak his dissident 
mind unhindered — it was based on a remarkably modern approach. Heine had 
watched Emile de Girardin’s mass-circulation La Presse revolutionize journal- 
ism. People in Germany, he wrote, had no idea of the ‘upswing taken by the 
advertising business’ in France in the last two years. In Paris, newspapers were 
being ‘founded in the full knowledge that due to the high cost of production 
losses will rise at the same rate as circulation increases — but the profit from 
advertising makes up for that. La Presse, for example, rakes in 100,000 francs a 
year from advertisements alone.’2° 

Balzac comes to mind again. In 1836, with great fanfare, Balzac had launched 
the Chronique de Paris, on the idea that a newspaper bearing his name was sure 
to be a huge success, only to see months of labour and 40,000 francs quickly go 
down the drain. Heine’s position was infinitely more precarious. He might feel 
‘like a fish in the water’ in Paris, but his chief audience was in the German lands 
subject to Austrian and Prussian thought-control. But like Balzac he, too, 
counted on his name — ‘now that I am so popular in England and France, Russia 
and America’ — to work miracles and overcome all obstacles. 

On 2 March 1837, however, Varnhagen conveyed to him Baron von 
Werther’s reply, to the effect that because of the Bundestag ban the Pariser 
Zeitung would, ‘for the time being’, not be allowed into Germany. Varnhagen’s 
personal advice to Heine — interspersed with his usual counsel to observe politi- 
cal moderation — was that he should nevertheless dare and proceed with the 
foundation of the newspaper. 

The news reached Heine shortly after he had taken a recovered Mathilde out 
for the first time to the Opéra Comique. It was carnival week, and they contin- 
ued on to a masked ball. Heine had just completed a prospectus for the Pariser 
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Zeitung. Contrary to Varnhagen’s advice, he had sense enough to realize that 
‘Paffaire est tombée dans |‘eau’ and to set the project aside. He seems to have 
done his homework, for he wrote Varnhagen that even if Prussia had given its 
consent the paper would have lost 80,000 francs during its first year alone — and 
more before it stood a chance of making a huge profit some time in the third 
year; and he could not risk other people’s capital on a shaky basis. But he was 
bitter: ‘Is it not horrible’, he wrote to Meyerbeer on 24 March, ‘that a govern- 
ment without law or justice robs me of my fortune and prohibits me a priori to 
exploit my name, acting in the pettiest fashion to ruin my miserable finances.’ 

He added that the Bundestag ban alone had cost him 60,000 francs. Before 
the ban, he could have obtained 80,000 francs for a Gesamtausgabe of his works, 
while the Verbot had forced him to sell the rights to Campe ‘for a miserable 
20,000, just to have bread, medicine and firewood for the winter.’”? The figures 
might have been exaggerated, but the damage was true. 

Once before, when he felt abandoned by Uncle Salomon, Heine had resorted 
to diplomacy — not his own, for he was too righteous and hot-tempered for 
diplomatic niceties — to regain his favour. In the spring of 1822 the Berlin pub- 
lisher FW. Giibitz and the banker Liepke had arranged to see Salomon Heine 
and put in a good word for his nephew. Disarming his complaint that Harry was 
a wastrel who had yet to learn the value of money, they had got him to agree to 
grant the young ‘genius’ a three-year annuity for his university studies. 

Now, as then, Heine turned to a mediator who could talk to Uncle Salomon 
on his own terms. Giacomo Meyerbeer, himself the scion of a banker’s family, 

was not only famous and a millionaire, but also a man of artistic sensibility. He 
was at that point in Germany. ‘So you, too,’ Heine wrote to him on 24 March, 
‘have heard these stories that I have nastily offended this man [Uncle Salomon], 
repaying his generosity with the blackest ingratitude.’ He then proceeded to 
solve the ‘riddle’ of his relationship with Uncle Salomon from an entirely new 
angle, one that is particularly interesting because Heine — as he explained in a 
separate note — wanted Meyerbeer to show this letter to Uncle Salomon. ‘You 
know the tenacity of my feelings,’ he wrote. ‘They are engraved in my heart like 
a plate of steel, and much though I may beat my chest, I cannot destroy that 
limitless respect and affection which from earliest childhood J have felt for my 
uncle ~ and that is what annoys me, vexes me and eats me up!” 

What vexed him most was that Salomon had never done anything out of the 
ordinary for him, such as ‘securing my existence’. The public imagined that 
‘the great millionaire who freely gives away money to strangers must be gen- 

erosity itself towards his nephew, the poet.’ In fact, however, all the ‘generosi- 
ties, benefactions, support and other signs of largesse’ ever bestowed on him by 
Uncle Salomon added up to a ‘trifling sum — (as you will one day be able to see 
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when I tot them up to the last penny in my Memoirs).’ Because he loved him, 
he had never asked his uncle for any ‘great sums’ comparable to those of which 
he was being ‘ravaged’ by others. True, Salomon was a man of ‘wise heart and 
deep feelings’, but he had never done anything ‘genuinely proper [ordentlich] 
and really decent’ for him. What was more, deep down in his soul Salomon 
knew it. ‘The rift between Heinrich Heine and Salomon Heine’, Heine 
declared, was too deep to be healed by soothing words: 


Just as I am annoyed with myself for being unable to stop loving my 
uncle, in spite of all the irritations I have suffered through him, so 
my uncle is annoyed with himself for never, in spite of my merits and 
just claim, having done the right thing by me, he, the famous million- 
aire whom the world regards as my patron... Against this self-accusa- 
tion of his better feelings he seeks all sort of excuses and finds them 
in faults and offences allegedly committed by me... Even if you were 
to refute each of his complaints against me down to the minutest 
detail, you will have achieved nothing. 


To leave no doubt about it, Heine explained in his note that what he was after 
was for Uncle Salomon to grant him ‘a fixed annuity, small as it might be’, to 
give him stability against the depredations of misfortune. That was ‘the special, 
proper thing’ he expected of his mighty relative. In the letter itself, he detailed 
his latest troubles, the ‘killing’ of his newspaper and Mathilde’s relapse into 
illness — she was now ‘spitting blood... and is to be sent to her mother’s village, 
the doctor wants her to drink milk and sleep in a cowshed.” Heine admitted no 
more than that Uncle Salomon had ‘sometimes been very fair’ to him. But he 
called him ‘a high and noble soul’ and — playing on the traditional Jewish 
respect for learning and learned men, of which he was the only one in the 
family — he subtly bolstered his appeal by saying: ‘He respects the poor and 
needy scholar far more than rich hucksters.’3° 

Heine was not exaggerating his woes. Within a week or so of posting this 
letter to Meyerbeer, leaving it to the maestro’s ‘ingenuity’ how to go about 
getting him the pension he was angling for, Mathilde had to be rushed back to 
the clinic from which she had recently been released. Heine himself was again 
troubled by his eyes, and Dr Sichel warned him that he was still in danger of 
going blind. This is when he wrote to Campe of his ‘inner desolation’ , and no 
wonder. Having spent the whole winter on the ‘damned’ newspaper, he was still 
desperately grasping for financial security. 

To Laube, whose confinement to a fortress had been commuted to house- 
arrest at Muskau, he wrote confidently that ‘Menzel, Tieck and their consorts 
will rot one after the other... We have to defend ourseives, and I, too, will soon 
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again intone some critical dance-music.” But he felt exhausted from the turmoil 
in which he lived; and in a possible reference to Mathilde’s sexual demands 
before her second hospitalization, he added: ‘I am as tired as a hunted bull... 
How I would like to be in some peaceful German fortress, with a sentry in front 
of the door to keep out my mistress and my other worries. I thirst passionately 
for silence!’3! 

At the beginning of May, he moved provisionally to the Barriére Saint- 
Jacques, to be close to the clinic where Mathilde was interned. Shortly after- 
wards his eye-trouble got worse. ‘Suddenly I could not see anything, or rather I 
saw everything double and blurred,’ he wrote to Campe on 18 June. For 4 
weeks he had been unable to read or write, and even now he could only scrawl. 
The only ray of light came in the form of an offer from the French publisher 
Henri-Louis Delloye, to write — against a fee of 4,000 francs — the accompany- 
ing text to a volume of copper engravings depicting Shakespeare’s female cha- 
racters as seen by various artists. The result was ‘Shakespeare’s Maidens and 
Ladies’ (Shakespeares Madchen und Frauen), an essay which he uncomfortably 
began to dictate on 7 July, feeling that dictation cramped his style. But after 
filling 10 octavo pages and finishing it in one flow in a little over a fortnight, he 
judged that although it was ‘no great masterpiece’, it had turned out ‘a solid 
and beautifully homogeneous piece, which is sure to be well received by the 
public.’ And so it was when Delloye published the volume in a de luxe edition 
in the autumn. 

Back in April, Prussia had formally lifted the ban on Heine’s Book of Songs (a 
second edition of which had been published in 1837). This seemed to him an 
opportune moment to follow up with a second volume of the book which had 
made him famous. He had been planning it for some time, and in spite of his 
eye-trouble, by June 1838 he had put together a large collection of poems to go 
into this sequel (Nachtrag) to the Book of Songs. For an Epilogue to this new 
volume, he sent Campe a polemical essay titled ‘Swabian Mirror’ (Schmaben- 
spiegel). For a long time he had wanted to settle accounts with the so-called 
‘Swabian school’ of poets which, led by the evangelical pastor Gustav Schwab — 
ironically, an admirer of Heine’s Book of Songs, but morally scandalized by his 
erotic bent — had pressured the editors of a literary Almanac to abandon their 
plan to feature Heine’s portrait on the frontispiece of the 1837 volume. And 
early in 1838 a minor Swabian poet, Gustav Pfizer, had published a lengthy and 
devastating critique of Heine’s writings, dismissing his treatment of German 
philosophy (‘which profound and precise thinkers spent their lives cogitating 
about’) as being on the level of a ‘nursemaid’s tales’, and otherwise accusing 
him of self-gloriously ‘obtruding... his not exactly charming personality’ on 


every subject-matter. 
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Heine’s ‘Swabian Mirror’ began humorously enough with his inquiring who 
were the representatives of the Swabian School — were they Schiller, Schelling, 
Hegel and other native sons of their calibre? — only to be told that these cos- 
mopolitan European celebrities were disdained in Swabia as unpatriotic. Heine 
was on solid ground both in suspecting that Menzel was behind Pfizer’s attack 
on him (Pfizer’s article had indeed appeared in a journal co-edited by him and 
Menzel) and in cutting Pfizer down to size. For Pfizer’s poetry had already been 
compared by Goethe to a moral-religious-poetical beggar’s coat ‘so adroitly cut 
and buttoned that, even if an elbow shows, this blemish appears to be sheer 
poctic inspiration.’ Remarkably, Heine refrained from crossing swords with 
Pastor Schwab, whom he had previously praised in The Romantic School. Now 
he again singled him out as the leader of the Swabian School, ‘no whale’ like 
Schiller, but certainly ‘a herring among saltless sardines’. To lend further irony 
to their relations, Pastor Schwab was one day to dedicate a poem to Heine in 
which he asked to be received in his ‘castle of poesy’, eliciting Heine’s remark: 
‘How terrible... in this rotten world one cannot even rely on one’s enemies!” But 
this was years later, and long before then the second volume of the Book of 
Songs — including its ‘Swabian Mirror’ epilogue — was to lead to two separate, 
though connected imbroglios, that were to sour his life during the remainder of 
1838. 

In mid-August, having finally dared to leave his eye doctor and the whirl of 
Paris behind him, he had hardly settled down for a holiday at Granville when he 
received a letter from Karl Gutzkow — who since his prosecution as one of the 
Young Germany writers had become the editor of Campe’s Telegraph fir 
Deutschland and his literary adviser — warning him that some of the poems 
planned for the second volume of the Book of Songs were too frivolous for the 
German public. This, coming from the author of Wally, who had himself been 
sent to jail for obscenity, struck Heine as sheer hypocrisy, and doubly so, seeing 
that some of the poems concerned had already appeared in Salon I. 

In a short but acerbic reply on 23 August, he informed Gutzkow that, 
although his enemies might use some of these poems against him, he would 
‘print them with a good conscience, as I would the Satyricon of Petronius and 
Goethe’s Roman Elegies had I written those masterpieces.’ Stressing that the 
issue was ‘not the moral requirements of some married bourgeois in a corner of 
Germany, but the autonomy of art’, Heine wrote, ‘My slogan remains: art is the 
purpose of art, as love is the purpose of love and even life itself is the purpose 
of life.” These lines launched a notion which may or may not have inspired, but 
was certainly akin to, Théophile Gautier’s l'art pour l’art (a term said to have 
been originally coined by Victor Cousin). In Heine’s case, however, the ‘auton- 
omy of art’ had to be stretched to include the prerogative of writing poetry not 
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exclusively for its own sake, but for the sake of making a better world. Though 
he was of course an aesthete, he was also a poet-prophet, who informed Gutz- 
kow in the same letter: ‘I am fertilizing my mind for the future; having not long 
ago read the whole of Shakespeare, I am now, here by the sea, reading the Bible 
— and what public opinion thinks of my previous writings will depend very 
much on the course and turn of events.”3? 

It is doubtful that Heine had read the whole of Shakespeare while writing 
about his heroines when he was half-blind, especially as in July he had also 
moved to a new apartment at 23 rue des Martyrs. But what he was telling 
Gutzkow in essence was that posterity’s judgment of his works might be differ- 
ent from that of some of his contemporaries, including Gutzkow himself. In On 
the French Stage he had expressed his confidence that ‘the Lord... without 
Whose providence no sparrow falls from the roof’ and Who moved the flux and 
turns of history, ‘will surely not allow whole nations to become the victim of 
miserable, shortsighted, arbitrary government.’ He would ‘show His signs and 
His wonders to the Pharaohs of modern time,’ as he had once to those of 
ancient Egypt, ‘the land of rigid castes and deified oxen.’ Heine thus drew 
solace for the future from the Bible, and in an obvious reference to his own fate 
wrote that ‘those whom the prophet warns are angry at his doom-laden message 
and stone him. Sometimes the prophet is cast into a dungeon until his prophecy 
comes true... [but] the Lord always performs what seems best to Him and what 
He has determined, though He takes his time over it.” 

And it was in Shakespeare’s Maidens and Ladies that Heine had recently 
expressed himself on the poet-prophet relationship, stating that the poet — ‘like 
the mathematician, who can immediately specify the whole of a circle and its 
midpoint if one gives him only the smallest segment of it’ — is instantly able, 
when shown ‘only the smallest fraction of the phenomenal world’, to perceive 
its ‘whole universal connection... he knows, as it were, the circumference and 
centre of all things.’ 

Gutzkow had been an early admirer of Heine, although he was later to gloss 
over the fact that he had actually invited him to be the presiding genius of the 
Young Germany group and to maintain that he had always found his writings 
‘distasteful’ and ‘fit for commercial travellers’.33 In 1838, Heine still respected 
Gutzkow’s talent. He sensed the weathervane in him, but also a potential rival. 
Gutzkow was as cocky as he was himself, and the fact that he had taken the 
liberty of warning him that the second volume of the Book of Songs would only 
further damage his ‘sinking reputation in Germany’ hurt Heine to the quick. 

To compound matters, Campe informed him on 26 August that Gutzkow 
was about to write a biography of Borne, thus preempting his own Ludwig 
Bérne. A Memorial, which he had started but laid aside because of the newspa- 
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per project and his eye trouble. And to cap it all, while he was at Granville he 
learned that Ludwig Wihl — a would-be journalist and nincompoop whom he 
had befriended in Paris — had on his return to Germany published, in Campe’s 
own Telegraph of all places, an article full of ‘perfidious insinuations’ about his 
private life. Indeed, Wihl demolished the picture — publicized by Lewald in 
Germany — of Mathilde as a ‘theatre princess’ and presented her instead as a 
‘modest, childishly endearing’ but uneducated Frenchwoman who had reduced 
Heine, the supposed party-goer ‘flying from one salon to the other’, to such 
undignified domestic tasks, for a German writer, as ‘buying a turkey in my pres- 
ence’. In one indiscretion after another, Wihl hinted, without naming Uncle 
Salomon, that the latter’s withdrawal of his support had robbed Heine of his 
‘inner freedom’, to the detriment of his creative power; and that though Heine 
was superficially known in Paris as an homme d’esprit, not a few Frenchmen 
regarded him as a farceur. The article was particularly infuriating to Heine 
when he saw it because it affected a tone of deep concern for him. But since he 
considered Wihl a fool ‘with an honest sheep’s face’, who was not even worth 
taking public issue with, he could only rage. 

Gutzkow, however, posed a real dilemma. Heine did not hesitate to describe 
him to Campe as a ‘quarrelsome, provocative caviller’ - Gutzkow had indeed 
fallen out with several of his former Young Germany associates — but he was ina 
quandary how to neutralize the man’s influence on Campe. Heine’s reputation 
in Germany may have been sinking, but he continued to be newsworthy and the 
constant butt of malicious gossip. To this he was inured. But the fact that 
Campe and Gutzkow, instead of defending him in the Telegraph against the 
Swabian Pfizer’s attack, had allowed Wihl to malign him in a manner which 
supplied ammunition to the ‘foxes’ — i.e., the conservative writers who kept 
defaming him — seemed to him as incomprehensible as it was embarrassing.3+ 

Yet, in the matter of the Book of Songs, Heine beat a curious retreat. He fully 
expected his ‘Swabian Mirror’ to create a literary scandal. Whether he thought 
it impolitic to start a row with Gutzkow at the same time, or for other reasons, 
he suddenly declared that the second volume of the Book of Songs — which 
Campe had decided to issue in spite of Gutzkow’s reservations, though it was 
running into trouble with the censorship — mattered little to him and that he 
was ready to wait until it could be printed in the Gesamtausgabe. As things 
turned out, the second volume of the Book of Songs was not to appear until 
1844. By then Heine had entered upon his radical phase, and the volume, titled 
New Poems (Neue Gedichte), included — besides the lyrical ones objected to by 
Gutzkow as immoral ~ his long ‘Germany. A Winter’s Tale’ (Deutschland. Ein 
Wintermarchen). Sold out and going into a second printing within two months, 
the book was to be confiscated and banned in all the German states; but Karl 
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Marx arranged for the ‘Deutschland’ poem to be serialized in the radical Paris 
Vormärts!. 

As for the ‘Swabian Mirror’, which in 1838 was an Epilogue to a book whose 
publication was delayed, Campe issued it in the autumn in a new periodical of 
his, Yearbook of Literature (Jahrbuch der Literatur). When Heine saw the pub- 
lished version, he was shocked to find that it had been tampered with and 
‘mutilated’ out of recognition — whether by Campe or the Saxon censor is 
unclear as the original manuscript no longer exists. Cut off as he was from con- 
ditions in Germany and the pressures under which Campe worked, Heine had 
as usual forbidden him to submit the ‘Swabian Mirror’ to the censor. 

As he was privately accusing Campe of complicity in the mutilation of his 
piece and publicly denying authorship of the form in which it had appeared, an 
open dispute with his publisher was in the offing. 

It will be noticed that throughout all the turmoil of 1838 Heine was engaged 
in fending off criticism or the denigration of his person or his writings, as in his 
1837 attack on Menzel in ‘On the Denunciator’. But it was also evident that 
since the Bundestag ban he had produced no real major work. The little that he 
did publish contained his usual pearls of wit and linguistic gems as well as pas- 
sages of rare perception ~ such as his portrait, in Shakespeare’s Maidens and 
Ladies, of Edmund Kean impersonating Shylock at the Drury Lane Theatre, 
where he had seen him 11 years earlier. But if in 1826, a year before that 
London visit, Heine had first ventilated the idea of going to Paris, feeling that 
in Germany he was increasingly fenced in by the ‘wall’ of Prussian restrictions, 
he was now, if anything, in a worse position, still beating his head against that 
wall or spending most of his time between his ailments on stratagems to cir- 
cumvent it or find a crack in it. 

In many ways he had been through it all before, even before he left Germany. 
Now, as then, what energy he had left went into defending his name and honour 
in literary and personal polemics, refutations, bickerings, complaints and 
squabbles, not to mention his side-campaign for Uncle Salomon’s financial 
support. 

The fact that he was in free Paris made it the most frustrating and fruitless 
period in his life so far. For what he wanted to write he could not print, and he 
felt he was becoming a ‘hack writer’, a role for which, as he wrote Campe, ‘I am 
damned little fit for.’35 He was at a dead end, and one might well have wondered 
whether he would ever recover his creative powers. 

Shortly before Heine’s departure for Granville, Chopin had sent on to him a 
billet from George Sand, informing him that she might soon go abroad. Writing 
from her country seat at Nohant, she regretted not having seen him lately in 
Paris and inquired about his well-being. In reply he sent her a sad, beautiful and 
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loving letter which has intrigued biographers ever since. Written from Granville 
on 17 August 1838, it read in part: 


... A thousand thanks! I would like very much to have seen you! The 
beams from your eyes would have done me good. I am very sad. You 
don’t know about all my misfortunes. At this point I am suffering 
from a physical blindness which is just as distressing as the moral 
blindness that has afflicted me for four years and which you know 
about. 


.. I love you very much, with all my heart, with every bit of my 
heart. If you are free, enjoy your freedom! As for me, I am still in ter- 
rible irons. And it is because I am chained up every evening with par- 
ticular care that I have not succeeded in seeing you in Paris. But 


when I have served my time, I shall join you, even if it is at the end of 
the world...3° 


It has been suggested that Heine’s phrase about ‘the moral blindness that has 
afflicted me for four years’ alluded to Mathilde; and his reference to his being 
‘chained up every evening with particular care’, supposedly by Mathilde, would 
seem to support this view. On the other hand, Hirth, the editor of Heine’s 
letters, has read into Heine’s readiness to follow George Sand to the end of the 
world nothing less than a cry of love: ‘The two lines he expected from her were: 
“Come to me! I am yours.”*37 But there is no evidence for this or the story of 
the great amour between them propagated by others, though Sammons has 
observed that, ‘given Sand’s habits, it is not impossible’ that they may have 
engaged in episodic love-making.3® 

What is certain in all this is, first, that in 1838 Heine was having an affair with a 
variety actress, Mlle Olivier, for whom, through Meyerbeer, he arranged an audi- 
tion with the director of the Opéra Comique; and secondly, that he had yet to 
become reconciled to the idea of being tied for life to Mathilde, a point he seems 
to have reached when he took the practical step of sending her in due course to a 
boarding-school for girls to pick up a modicum of education and social manners. 

As for George Sand, all Heine expected of her was to see her in Paris in 
October. His rhetorical phrase about following her to the end of the world was 
accompanied by the qualification ‘provided that in the meantime you will not 
have been caught and carried off to a penal colony again, my beautiful, liberated 
convict of love.’ He knew that she had set her eyes on Chopin and he obviously 
regarded her as much a prisoner of her passions as he was of his own. Finally, 
there is every indication that in speaking of his moral blindness he included not 
only Mathilde but that ‘inner desolation’ which stemmed from his recognizing 
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that for the past few years he had not been living up to either his talent, his high 
self-image or the commensurately worthy task he felt cut out for. 

In his letter to Gutzkow of 23 August 1838, written shortly after he had 
informed Campe that the second volume of the Book of Songs meant little to 
him, he had included the following sentence: ‘Honestly speaking, the great 
issues of European life continue to interest me much more than my books — que 
Dieu les prenne en sa sainté et digne garde? This looks at first sight like an inflated 
excuse for giving up his volume of poems, until one remembers that 12 years 
previously, 4 years before he left Germany, Heine had written to Varnhagen and 
to others that if he went to Paris it was for the sake of his aspiration to develop a 
cosmopolitan European outlook and to devote himself to topics that were of 
general European interest’. 

The Prussian administration might have reduced Heine to the position of a 
hack writer, but his spirit was not quite broken. If his character and tempera- 


ment had not changed, neither had his goal. 


The best-laid plans may come to naught, but even a desperate one may succeed 
when favoured by circumstance. 

It happened that Uncle Salomon’s son and heir Carl was to marry the pretty, 
17-year-old Cécile Furtado-Fould, one of the richest heiresses in Paris. Carl 
was the cousin whom Heine had nursed and pulled through the 1832 cholera 
epidemic in Paris. Carl had returned to Hamburg but, having early set his eyes 
on Cécile, had periodically asked Heine — who was well acquainted with the 
girl’s family — for news of her. It was in fact Heine who had mediated the 
match; and it was he who, in July 1838, 7 or 8 weeks before the wedding, accom- 
panied Carl on a visit to his fiancée at her family’s castle at Rocquencourt in 
Provence. Before returning to Hamburg again, Carl sent Heine a gift of 2,000 
francs to cover his moving expenses to the rue des Martyrs. 

In September, Carl, Uncle Salomon and other relations descended on Paris, 
and Heine, back from Granville and his annoyances there, took part in a round 
of receptions and dinners given by his uncle and the Furtado and Fould mil- 
lionaires to celebrate the couple’s nuptials. Shortly afterwards, on 3 October, 
Uncle Salomon was making Heine a gift of 2,000 francs and asking him to 
show him around Paris. 

On 7 October, referring to Heine as ‘Harry’, Uncle Salomon summed up his 
impressions in a letter to his daughter Therese: ‘...What a talent, the more’s the 
pity. But I am beginning to believe that he is better than I thought. He has 
promised to improve his ways and to make better use of his money’ — 
Salomon’s old complaint — ‘only I am afraid that he will not keep his word. He 
has a sincere attachment to Carl.’ 
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It was in this auspicious atmosphere of family feasting and jollity that 
Meyerbeer, a week or so before the marriage of money to money, had put in a 
word for Heine with Uncle Salomon. Already on 23 September, the maestro 
had conveyed to Heine the news that Uncle Salomon had agreed to grant him 
an allowance of 4,000 francs annually, to be paid in quarterly instalments, start- 
ing in January 1839. 

What Heine had secretly wished for years but failed to achieve with his abra- 
sive manner, Meyerbeer accomplished for him in less than an hour. As related 
by Varnhagen von Ense, Heine is supposed to have written into Salomon’s 
autograph book as early as 1831: ‘Dear Uncle, lend me a hundred thousand 
Thaler and forget forever your loving nephew H. Heine.’39 Whatever the truth 
of that anecdote, Uncle Salomon, who even now did not quite believe that 
Heine would mend his ways, had never forgotten that he had once cashed in 
London a substantial letter of credit entrusted to him not for use but merely as 
a token of his financial standing. It had never occurred to the Hamburg 
magnate that, rather than obdurately trying to teach his talented nephew the 
value of money, he might have eased his lot and saved him much distraction by 
setting up a trust fund for him. 

Such an arrangement would not have made Heine less aggressive on issues 
that really mattered to him. Indeed, although immediately after New Year’s Day 
1839 Salomon transferred the first instalment of 1,000 francs, Heine — following 
a press notice by Campe disclaiming that he was in any way responsible for the 
mutilation of the ‘Swabian Mirror’ — engaged in a public quarrel with him and, 
in his righteous pursuit of what he saw as the truth, indiscreetly quoted from the 
publisher’s letters to him. Nor can it be said for certain that a trust fund would 
have averted the bitter ‘inheritance war’ that Heine, after Salomon’s death, 
would have to wage against Cousin Carl, who was if anything to prove more 
tight-fisted than his father, while lacking his stature and his qualities. 

As it was, the winter of 1838-39 marked the end of the mutual acrimony 
between Heine and his uncle. The first thing he did after hearing that Salo- 
mon’s cheque was waiting for him at the Fould Bank was to take Mathilde to 
the boarding-school in the rue Chaillot. As she was absent except for week- 
ends, he resumed his social life. Before the year’s end he had dined at Meyer- 
beer’s with Alexander von Humboldt and other distinguished company. Now 
he was often at Cécile’s parents. Her father, the banker Elie Furtado, was to take 
his corrections to the Book of Songs — the first volume — to Hamburg, where 
Campe was preparing to issue its third edition even as he and the author were 
washing their dirty linen in the press. Cécile’s mother, Rose Furtado, kept invit- 
ing him to her Paris salon. She and everyone else, including Uncle Salomon, 
praised the tactful way in which he had exerted his influence on Cécile, his 
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young admirer, to bring about the match. Soon Cécile herself was asking him 
from Hamburg to send her his autograph for her album, and all was harmony in 
the family. On 7 January 1839 he wrote to Laube that he was ‘well and hearty... 
living intensely, writing little and publishing nothing.’ His eyes were still trou- 
bling him intermittently, and he seems to have been in the throes of some lassi- 
tude. His fingers were itching to write something new but it took him some time 
to become his own self again. By 4 March, at last — before attending a literary 
party at the marquis de Custine’s, where Balzac read his comedy A /’Ecole des 
Ménages — he announced to Cécile in Hamburg: ‘I am doing a lot of work...’ 

He had resumed writing Ludwig Borne. A Memorial, the work he was to pro- 
claim ‘the best I have written’ — an opinion largely shared by Thomas Mann and 
others in posterity — but which immediately caused a scandalous furore culmi- 
nating in a pistol duel, whose most serious consequence was that the thought of 
Mathilde’s uncertain future if he died without providing for her was to precipi- 
tate him into marrying her. 
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On the Threshold of the ‘Extraordinary Decade’ 


On the evening of 1 January 1838, after nearly three years of exile spent work- 
ing in the office of the Governor of Vyatka, Alexander Herzen, accompanied by 
his valet, arrived in Vladimir, where he was to spend what became ‘the best and 
brightest year’ of his life. 

During his term in Vyatka, the Governor, Tyufayev, was dismissed for hav- 
ing the brother of his mistress, who interfered with their affair, locked up in a 
madhouse (where he died) and then trying to dispose in the same way of a mer- 
chant about to lodge a complaint against him. By the time of his dismissal, 
however, Tyufayev, who had started life as a circus acrobat, had misgoverned 
several provinces and terrorized merchants, contractors, government clerks and 
whole populations. As in the rest of the vast regions beyond the Ural, villages 
would be uprooted and their land given away as ‘uncultivated’ to senior officials, 
who in turn sold it to merchants. 

In one such case, when several villages suddenly found their land ‘cut away 
right up to their woodyards and houses and given as private property to mer~ 
chants’, several years of litigation led to their being assigned an equivalent but 
swampy tract of land instead — and then, after more petitions, being given 
‘another half swamp in addition to the swamp they already had’, together with a 
demand for rent. When the peasants refused to pay, Tyufayev sent in a police 
detachment which ‘seized a few persons, flogged them, restored order... took 
the money, handed over the “guilty parties” to the Criminal Court... Several 
men were punished with the lash and sent into exile.” 

When Herzen was ordered to write a report on the affair, pending a reinvesti- 
gation, it was two years after the events. By the time he left Vyatka, the case was 
not yet resolved, and he never knew whether the land was returned to the vil- 
lagers. In the Governor’s office, and sometimes in his dining-room, he heard 
from Tyufayev, his successor and their clerks and guests, so many horrifying 
stories that he ‘could’ — and later did — ‘fill volumes’ with details of the ‘abuses 
of power and the roguery of officials.’ 

It was in 1852 that Herzen wrote down his recollections of his youth as a 
political prisoner, to be published in part after his move abroad in two Russian- 
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language journals in London. His extraordinarily detailed account illustrated 
the ease with which Western Siberia had been plundered by Pestel — the father 
of the executed leader of the Decembrists — while he actually lived most of the 
time in St Petersburg. With a network of henchmen opening every letter that 
left the province, and friends in high places in the capital, he had been able to 
rule, or misrule, his fief so effectively from a distance that it was said of him he 
could see from Petersburg ‘what is being done in Siberia’. 

Herzen’s Memoirs, a monumental work to be published in full (first in Rus- 
sian and then in English) only in the 2oth century, was to become not just a lit- 
erary classic, but to provide a compendium of the arbitrariness, the corruption, 
cruelty and oppressiveness of life — as well as the sheer insanity of public affairs 
—in Tsarist Russia. Though he was celebrated in the West for his championship 
of human rights and freedom of thought, his writings — in spite of his opposi- 
tion to Marx — were to be printed by the Soviet authorities with ‘corrective’ ide- 
ological comments. 

At that, the picture he gave in My Past and Thoughts of the chronic, appar- 
ently paranoid inability of Russian governments over a long period of time to 
trust their own people, drew attention to one of the factors helping to explain 
how a Soviet system that abolished tsarism was able to spawn — and to maintain 
for 70 years — a new monstrous bureaucracy spying on its own citizens, com- 
plete with Siberian gulags. 

On a personal plane, Herzen indulged in a month-long ‘orgy of love’ in 
Vyatka with an attractive young woman who was married to an elderly invalid. 
When his ardour cooled, he was afraid of her tears, and after her husband died 
he fretted for months with remorse. During this unhappy period, there rose 
before his eyes the luminous, virginally pure image of his 17-year-old Moscow 
cousin Natalie, whom he had taken to calling his ‘little sister’. Increasingly 
longing for the girl who had pressed his hand with ‘unexpected strength’ when 
seeing him off before he was transported to Siberia, yet hesitating to declare 
himself, Herzen sounded Natalie out in a letter hinting that he felt more than 
affection for her. 

“You seem somewhat agitated... your letter frightened you more than it 
frightened me,’ the young girl replied with the sudden composure of a woman 
aware of her feelings. ‘I worship, I pray, I love,’ she wrote in another letter. She 
was a sad-eyed, serious, solitary girl, raised under the heel of a mean-spirited, 
capricious old widow, who had constantly made her feel that the amenities and 
education she enjoyed were more than she deserved. 

As soon as Princess Khovansky discovered Natalie’s romantic correspon- 
dence with her nephew — whom she considered a dangerous ‘political criminal’ 

— she ordered her servants to intercept their letters. When not confining Natalie 
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to her room, she obliged her to sit knitting by her side while she defamed the 
‘unfortunate’ and godless young Herzen to her eye-rolling lady-companions. 
Natalie often dreamt of going home — ‘but where was my home?’ She had always 
found solace in the Gospels. Love heightened her romantic-religious fervour to 
fever pitch. 

“You will present me to God as He desires me to be,’ she wrote to Herzen in 
one of her clandestine letters. ‘If I had not this faith, however great my love I 
would not give myself to you.’ Herzen, too, affected by ‘Socialist’ ideas ‘drawn 
from the Gospels’, went through a mystic phase in Siberia, which lasted for 
several years. Like his boyhood friend Ogarev, he was capable of invoking 
romantic love, humanity at large and the sufferings of Christ in one breath. But 
he was far more sanguine: ‘In my embrace your separate existence will disap- 
pear,’ he informed Natalie. ‘Love was destined to bring you to me, and love will 
bring you to God.’ Feeling alone would not satisfy him — for over and above his 
private life was his special obligation to work ‘for the good of mankind’ — but 
his soul was big enough to absorb hers: ‘You are I: Alexander and Natalie do not 
form We but only my own I. My I is full, for you have been completely swal- 
lowed up; and you no longer exist.’” 

For her 19th birthday, he sent Natalie a portrait of himself by the Swedish- 
Russian artist A.L. Vitberg, who was a fellow exile in Vyatka. Natalie sent him a 
bracelet and a medallion. With the Princess Khovansky now dragging her, more 
dead than alive, to stuffy drawing-rooms in an attempt to marry her off, and her 
lady-companions and hangers-on treating her like a ‘slave’, Natalie spent listless 
months feeling ‘all alone on the edge of a precipice and a whole crowd of them 
doing everything they can to push me over.’ Gazing at Herzen’s portrait, or con- 
templating a star in the sky over Moscow ‘at the same moment’ as the prisoner 
in Vyatka, so that ‘we can both be sure that nothing separates us but distance’, 
helped Natalie to keep her sanity in a hostile and oppressive environment. 

At one point, she wondered whether Herzen’s portrait and her bracelet 
would, after ‘a hundred years... warm some other heart’ and tell ‘the story of 
our sufferings, of our love.’ She knew that Herzen had loved before. ‘For me, 
however,’ she wrote, ‘this is the first time that the light illumines my soul.’ But 
she was ready to lose herself in him ‘as a star in the sun’, and waited to meet 
God through him. 

Herzen’s arrival at Vladimir — where, though still an exile, he exulted at being 
so much nearer ‘to Moscow, to my home, to my friends’ — was alarming to Prin- 
cess Khovansky. Determined to keep her niece out of her nephew’s reach, the 
old lady intensified her matchmaking efforts to the point where she promised 
prospective candidates for Natalie’s hand a dowry of 100,000 roubles; next, she 
threw in an estate as well; and to remove objections to marrying her off by force, 
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and perhaps to salve her own conscience, she had a priest confirm that doing so 
would be no sin in Natalie’s case, since she was an orphan. 

Natalie reacted to ‘the awful, loathsome scenes’ of introduction to which she 
was being hauled ‘on a chain’ by pretending to one suitor, a colonel, that she 
was ‘a complete imbecile’, and informing another that she was in love with 
someone else and appealing to his honour to withdraw. While she was near her 
wit’s end, Princess Khovansky was so enraged by Natalie’s passive resistance 
that she had the girl locked up in her room, with two maids on guard. She then 
summoned a family council. 

Herzen’s father, Ivan Yakovlev, declared that he was ‘a poor judge in affairs of 
the heart’ and refused to attend. But her other brother — the Senator — and ‘His 
Excellency’ D.P. Golokhvastov (a cousin of Herzen’s) arrived the next evening. 
The conference took place in the presence of the Princess’s nurse and chief 
companion, while Natalie was still under lock and key upstairs. After much 
futile talk, ‘the accused’ was brought in. Asked for the reason why she refused 
an excellent match offered to her, Natalie replied: ‘You know it.” The men 
frowned at her, and mentioning that it was a long time since she had seen ‘our 
unfortunate Alexander’, asked how she could be certain of him. Natalie said 
that she was, and anyway, ‘whatever his intentions may be, I cannot change 
mine.’ Having surprised everyone by standing her ground, she launched into an 
account of the slights and humiliations to which she was being subjected. 
Turning to the Senator, she appealed to him to ‘do what you like, but take me 
out of this life, and burst into tears. 

‘So that’s our nice, modest girl,” the companion said to the Princess. “There’s 
gratitude for you.” At this, the Senator lost his temper and a grotesque scene 
ensued. ‘Of whom is she speaking?’ he shouted. ‘Why is this creature here at 
all?” The companion ran out of the room in tears. The Princess, berated by the 
Senator for allowing a stranger to mix in family affairs, sniffed her salts and told 
Natalie to go upstairs and stay there. 

‘It is time to be done with all this Bastille business,’ the Senator rebuked the 
Princess. He took his hat, but before driving away, this uncle of Herzen’s — the 
assiduous party-goer and man-about-town, who for all his artificial life was less 
stony-hearted than the rest of the Yakovlevs — went up to Natalie’s room and 
promised her that she would not be married against her will. The Princess, to 
go by the account left by Herzen — who was at the time editing the Vladimir 

Provincial News — was devastated. As the Senator left, she lay on her bed ‘while 
four maids rubbed her hands and feet, moistened her temples with vinegar, and 
poured Hoffman’s drops on lumps of sugar... So ended the family council.”* 

The upshot of the affair was that on 3 March, Herzen, having provided him- 
self with false papers, paid the first of two secret visits to Moscow. Natalie’s 
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position in the Princess’s house had, needless to say, become untenable and 
Herzen’s father would do nothing for her, on the evasive pretext that what the 
Princess did ‘in her own house was not his business’. With the help of a friend 
and some trusted servants, Herzen set in motion certain clandestine arrange- 
ments — including a rendezvous in a graveyard — and managed to elope with 
Natalie to Vladimir, where, on a bright May day in 1838, they immediately got 
married. 

After Herzen’s disapproving father refused to ‘add one kopeck’ to his son’s 
bachelor allowance, the aristocratic young couple brought up in homes where 
‘half a dozen flunkeys ran about with bowls and dishes’ at dinner, began their 
domestic life in unfurnished quarters with no linen, no crockery, etc., living on 
whatever spartan meals Matvei, the valet doubling as cook, was able to concoct. 
Natalie, however, shy of people and in Herzen’s eyes ‘unique’ and superlative in 
everything — ‘noble and delicate... gentle, mild, gracious... a young girl with all 
the poetry of a loving woman’> — was ready to live with him, as she put it, like 
‘hermits in a forest’. 

After a year of their lyrical ‘struggle with poverty’, Herzen’s father’s resis- 
tance broke down and he and Natalie’s half-brother, the ‘Chemist’, helped them 
with substantial money gifts. They paid off their debts and were able to rent a 
large empty flat in a manor house, and to engage a young Greek maidservant. 
But in all his writings, then and later, about their continued hardship, Herzen 
referred to this period as one of happy, carefree bliss. ‘All was kinship and har- 
mony’ between them as they shut out the world and played like children, raced 
each other about the ‘big, scarcely furnished salon... jumped over the chairs’, 
read poetry or engaged in earnest discussion. 

In the spring of 1839, Ogarey, still living in exile at Penza but sometimes per- 
mitted to travel, came on a visit to the Herzens at Vladimir. It was nearly 5 years 
since he and Herzen — daily companions since boyhood, who had shared ‘cigars 
on the sly’, sworn their soul to the anti-Tsarist struggle, and otherwise ‘entered 
deeply into each other’s lives’ — had been arrested and separated. They now fell 
into each other’s arms. 

Ogarev had brought his wife, Marya Lvovna, the ‘quick-witted’ and 
‘piquant’ niece of the Governor of Penza, whom he had married in a state of 
high ecstasy, finding that their love contained ‘all the germs of the liberties of 
mankind’ and much else besides. Herzen later claimed that there was some- 
thing about her that disturbed him from the first. At the time, however, he 
found her ‘above all praise’ and exclaimed in a letter: ‘What a woman Marya 
Lvovna is!... Nick is happy indeed to have found such a companion.’ For 
himself, he felt that with Natalie he had reached ‘the highest limit’ of personal 
happiness. His bond of friendship with Ogarev was a true compact of their 
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romantic souls. The joy of the two men at their reunion was intensified by the 
thought that both of them had found spouses worthy of admission into their 
spiritual alliance. 

Herzen was not yet out of his mystical phase. (He had in fact recently written 
two verse-dramas in a self-styled ‘religious Socialist spirit’.) On a table in his 
room in Vladimir was a small iron crucifix which Ogarev had given him at their 
parting. The rite of initiation that followed has been described by Herzen both 
in a letter written at the time and — with an extraordinary emotion still felt years 


later — in his Memoirs: 


‘On your knees!” said Ogarevy, ‘and jet us give thanks that we are all 
four here together.’ We four sank on our knees before the Divine 
Martyr, prayed, and thanked Him for the happiness He had vouch- 
safed to us after so many years of suffering and separation. We kissed 
His pierced feet, and kissed one another exclaiming: ‘Christ is risen!” 


Not unnaturally, Marya Lvovna found the whole scene ‘childish and affected’. 
She was a more level-headed and down-to-earth character than Ogarev, her 
mystic-poetic ‘do-gooder’ of a husband, whose guilt-ridden conscience pres- 
ently — when he inherited three estates upon his father’s death — made him 
decide to give away the largest of them to his peasants. Marya Lvovna, sharing 
neither his hatred of servitude nor his social concern (certainly not to the point 
of self-abnegation), saw no practical reason why they should lose an estate 
worked by nearly 2,000 hands. 

To appease her, Ogarev liberated the serfs but sold them the estate on a ‘hire- 
purchase’ basis, to be paid off over 10 years. He regretted that this transaction, 
for which he had to seek, and eventually received, the Tsar’s approval, robbed 
one of his good actions of perfection, ‘since I stand in fact to lose nothing.’ 

The Ogarevs stayed only a couple of days in Vladimir. Though Herzen was 
later to claim that he noticed Marya Lvovna’s aloofness during the scene with 
the crucifix, marking her from the beginning as an outsider, he wrote her an 
enthusiastic letter celebrating the solemn moment of their prayer: ‘Hosanna! 
Hosanna!... At that moment was completed the mystery of Natalie’s union with 
you and of yours with us. At that moment we four became one.’ 

Except for the unintoxicated Marya Lvovna, they were living in a dream 
which could hardly last. Whether Herzen noticed her reserve then or only later, 
it certainly cast a tiny shadow over his and Ogarev’s high-flown antics. It was in 
fact an omen of the way these four were destined to ‘get into each other’s lives” 
in unfortunate ways: a long drawn-out drama spanning Herzen’s and Ogarev’s 
remaining years in Russia and the later decades of their revolutionary activities 


abroad. 
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First, Marya Lvovna turned her marriage to the soft-souled Ogarev into a 
triangular relation with a friend of his. Then Natalie, in one of the strangest 
‘dual’ loves in a world full of strange loves, tried to create a ‘triangle’ of ‘love 
and friendship’ with her beloved Herzen and one of his best friends — the 
radical German poet Georg Herwegh — and in the end, after Natalie’s death, 
Herzen himself formed another ‘triangle’ with Ogarev’s second wife, who bore 
him three children to add to the three orphaned by Natalie’s death. Ogarev 
assumed formal paternity for the three born out of wedlock. 

These domestic tangles, with their resultant emotional crises and cross- 
complications between friends and lovers, were to be played out across half of 
Europe, as Herzen moved from one Western capital to another. Since he, 
Ogarev and Herwegh were by then public figures, as was Bakunin — the equally 
famous friend of all three of them, whose actions more than once bore upon 
their affairs — their scandals reverberated throughout Europe’s politically ori- 
ented intelligentsia. Besides the excruciating agony caused to the protagonists, 
the two successive triangles, geometrically cool as they sound, further affected 
Herzen’s two sets of children. Those of the first set, raised by Malvida von 
Meysenbug (later to become a friend of Nietzsche), developed a conflict of loy- 
alties between her and the mistress their father borrowed from Ogarev, who 
wished to act as their substitute-mother. Of the second set, one was to end her 
life at 17. 

Herzen left an emotionally harrowing account of his and Natalie’s tragedy in 
a section of his Memoirs — ‘A Family Drama’ — first published shortly after 
World War I, 50 years after his death.? And in 1934, almost a century to the day 
after Natalie as a young girl wondered whether 100 years hence anyone would 
remember their sufferings and their love — while Ogarev was assuring Marya 
Lvovna that theirs would be ‘told from generation to generation’ — the inter- 
connected dramas of their lives would be conjured up in a more detached way 
in E.H. Carr’s classic study The Romantic Exiles, along with the ill-fated 
involvement of Bakunin with one of Herzen’s daughters in the so-called 
‘Nechaev affair’. 

This was Herzen’s eldest daughter, Tata (Natalie), born in Vladimir in June 
1839 shortly after the scene with the crucifix. Taken abroad at the age of 8 and 
never to see her homeland again, she grew up struggling for her identity in the 
strained ‘hexagon’ of her father’s relations with Malvida von Meysenbug and 
Ogarev’s second wife. After her father’s death in 1870, Tata became a wealthy 
young heiress, and felt bound, along with Ogarev, to support Bakunin’s anar- 
chist conspiracies. She fell under the spell of his demonic pupil Serge Nechaev 
— who, outdoing his master, was to perfect the modern terrorist technique of 
‘violence for violence’s sake’ — and was drawn into the horrendous conflict 
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between this outright assassin and Bakunin. The dark genius of Serge Nechaev 
was in due course explored by Dostoyevsky in his novel The Possessed, and the 
famous ‘Nechaev affair’ would be used by Marx to oust Bakunin from the First 
International on gratuitous charges. 

In 1931 Tata Herzen published her Reminiscences, giving the world a some- 
what coloured picture, possibly distorted by her great age at the time of writing, 
of her relations with Nechaev. But only in 1974, with the first publication of her 
private diaries and letters in Michael Confino’s Daughter of a Revolutionary, 
was her story fully revealed. That publication also cleared up several mysteries 
concerning Bakunin and Nechaev — such as the question of the true authorship 
of the famous anarchist handbook, Catechism of a Revolutionist. 


It all started when the first-generation heroes and heroines of these extraordi- 
nary events met again in the winter of 1839—40, this time in Moscow. There 
they ran into Bakunin, Belinsky and that other group of emotionally entangled 
but intensely philosophizing young men and women, ‘truth-seekers’ all, who 
had originally gravitated around Stankevich but had since come under Baku- 
nin’s domination. 

Released from confinement to Penza, Ogarev was the first to arrive with 
Marya Lvovna in the autumn of 1839. As he resumed contact with his former 
student friends, Marya Lvovna — now rich but bored and seeking stimulation — 
began to give parties for them and other members of Moscow’s avant-garde 
intellectual élite. They included the historian Timofei Granovsky, recently 
returned from three years in Berlin to take up a professorship; M.N. Katkov, 
who was likewise to teach at Moscow University before becoming an influential 
journalist; the translator Nicholas Ketcher; Vasily Botkin, a widely travelled 
and polyglot tea-merchant’s son of refined tastes and philosophic inclinations; 
and finally Paul Annenkov, a literary critic. Later to be known as ‘the aesthetic 
tourist” because of his insatiable interest in seeking out the writers and thinkers 
who shaped Europe’s ideas — Heine, Marx, Proudhon, George Sand, among 
others — Annenkov was to produce a biography of Stankevich as well as a mem- 
orable study of the decisive change in Russian intellectual currents set in 
motion by Herzen, Bakunin and Belinsky during ‘The Extraordinary Decade’, 
as he called it, beginning in 1839. 

Herzen, released from exile soon after Ogarev, arrived in Moscow in the 
course of the 1839—40 winter and was one of the first to witness the change. 
Happy to be back in his old home and to renew the friendships of his student 
days, he found that few of those flocking to the Ogarevs belonged to his and 
Nick’s old politically minded circle. Rather, they were friends or members of 
Stankevich’s ‘speculative’ circle and he could not fail to notice two young men 
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who had risen to prominence in it: Michael Bakunin, with his imposing stature, 
and Belinsky — ‘each with a volume of Hegel’s philosophy in his hand’ — who 
were cutting a swathe in Moscow’s young literary, fashionable salons where, 
between champagne dinners and dancing, ‘desperate disputes’ raged night after 
night on every insignificant pamphlet ordered from Berlin ‘and read to tatters 
and smudges... so long as Hegel was mentioned in it.’ 

Although Herzen in his Memoirs, written 15 years after the event, tele- 
scoped things somewhat (and he actually saw more of Belinsky in St Petersburg 
than in Moscow), he successfully evoked the preponderance which abstract 
German thought and its veritable ‘Mahabharata’ of heavy and often indigest- 
ible philosophy had gained in Moscow’s intellectual circles during his absence. 
To this he opposed his own view that the Russian spirit, which preferred life to 
abstraction, was to assert its vitality by ‘transforming even Hegel’s philosophy’. 
A tribute to the personality of Stankevich included in his Memoirs further gave 
the impression that it was the latter who had initiated the desperate disputes 
about the definition of Hegel’s ‘all-embracing spirit’. 

Actually, Stankevich had left Russia in 1837, more than two years before 
Herzen’s arrival in Moscow. During this interval the mesh of romantic rela- 
tionships that had entwined more than one member of Stankevich’s circle all 
ended in ruin, none more tragically than the Stankevich-Lyubov affair. A 
tenuous romance at best, begun when the young leader of the Russian Roman- 
tics saw in the demure, introspective Lyubov Bakunin the luminous image of 
the ideal woman, it had foundered the moment he realized that she did not 
come up to his idea of love as a sublime experience enabling a man ‘to feel his 
unity with the universe’. Unwilling to hurt her, the high-minded, tubercular 
and lackadaisical Stankevich temporized; but he felt bound by the proprieties to 
encourage her hopes, and kept her and her parents on tenterhooks for a year 
before going through the motions of a formal betrothal in April 1837. 

Bakunin had played his usual meddlesome role in the crazy-quilt of rom- 
ances around him, but this time with a difference. For once, the self-appointed 
guardian of Lyubov’s ‘purity’, who had done his utmost to drive off her earlier 
suitors — and was, besides, campaigning for the ‘liberation’ of his sister Varvara 
from the ‘animal’ lust of her own husband and the father of her child — kept 
encouraging Lyubov and his parents to believe in Stankevich’s ‘holy, superhu- 
man’ love. At the same time, ignoring Stankevich’s protests, he read and dis- 
cussed his letters to Lyubov with the Beyer girls and others before transmitting 
them to Premukhino. So did his three sisters at the other end before passing 
them on to Lyubov. 

This, of course, put pressure on Stankevich, who had started studying Hegel 
and, under the influence of Hegel’s cryptogram ‘all that is real is rational’, was 
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trying to reconcile his idealism with reality. In May 1837, realizing that his 
reluctant betrothal to Lyubov placed him in an untenable situation, he had 
written to Michael: ‘This horrible catastrophe was no doubt necessary to save 
my soul from otherworldliness, from softness — to destroy that inner world of 
fantasy, to set me down in the real world.’ But he kept putting off the marriage 
on the pretext that he was waiting for his father’s consent — all the while 
calming Lyubov by extolling love in abstract terms as ‘the highest of feelings, 
the crown of creation... For love one forgets all other ties, all relationships, all 
obligations, love shatters all bonds.’? 

The upshot, briefly, was that Stankevich, racked by tuberculosis and some- 
times feverish to the point of delirium from the added torment of his false posi- 
tion, soberly decided that the only honourable course for him was to sever the 
‘bond’ with Lyubov. To prepare her for the coup de grâce he hinted to her alle- 
gorically — à propos a performance he had seen of Hamlet — that he perceived in 
her the character of Ophelia, and worked in Hamlet’s ‘I never loved you’ in a 


passage reading: 


Ophelia is pure, tender and innocent... She has a child-like attach- 
ment to her father and brother... when she becomes dimly conscious 
of a new feeling, she is ready to lock [it] up inside herself so as not to 
overstep the bounds of obedience to her father. The counsel of her 
brother (those stupid people always interfere) [an allusion to Michael 
Bakunin] strengthens her decision... At her father’s command she 
returns to Hamlet his gifts and his letter, and in great grief hears his 
mad words: ‘I never loved you.’ These words were capable of wound- 
ing her deeply but could not drive her mad. Only the sudden and 
violent death of her father could do that...’° 


Whether Stankevich really believed this or was only trying to ease his con- 
science, he did apparently fear for Lyubov’s delicate constitution. She was a 
sickly person of extreme sensitivity, and rather than tell her that he had no 
intention of marrying her, he resolved to leave Russia, hoping that time and a 
long separation would do their work and let her down gently. His father had 
just given his consent to the marriage, and hers his formal acceptance, when 
Stankevich informed Luybov that the doctors were sending him off to cure his 
lungs at Carlsbad. 

‘You remain for me just as sacred as you ever were,’ he wrote before taking 
flight without so much as a farewell visit to her. Significantly, Michael Bakunin 
was one of two friends he consulted before his departure. Sister Varvara was 
the only one to take up the cudgels on behalf of Lyubov, protesting: ‘Why does 
he leave her for a whole year?... In the eyes of heaven he and Lyubov are 
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husband and wife even if his health forbids marriage in its earthly sense... Let 
them go to Carlsbad together. Lyubov too is weakly and could benefit from the 
waters. Lyubov will be his friend, his sister’'’ — which may help to explain why 
Michael Bakunin had encouraged the idea of her marrying Stankevich. It was 
the only kind of marriage he really approved of. 

Stankevich left Moscow in August 1837. He went on corresponding sporadi- 
cally with Lyubov about her health and well-being, but carefully and cruelly 
never mentioned marriage again, although they remained engaged in the eyes 
of the world. Lyubov, longing to hear at least that he loved her from a distance, 
expired slowly of consumption and heartache and was buried a year after his 
departure. 

In between curing himself at various health resorts, Stankevich spent most 
of the next two years in Berlin studying philosophy ‘at source’ under Professor 
Werder, a pupil of Hegel. He was never to return to Russia. Taken ill while 
travelling in Italy, he died in 1840, during the summer after Herzen’s arrival in 
Moscow. 

Thus Herzen could not have met Stankevich at the start of ‘the extraordi- 
nary decade’. But Stankevich’s influence was evident from the sense of loss at 
his death experienced by all who knew him (it affected Belinsky like ‘the deaths 
of Pushkin and Lermontov... after such blows life has lost much of its 
meaning’) and by the way they continued to revere him. In his Memoirs, 
Herzen was to call Stankevich ‘one of those idle people who accomplish 
nothing’, but whose extraordinary gifts, profound thought and magnetic per- 
sonality had reared ‘a regular legion of savants, writers, and professors, among 
them Belinsky, Bakunin and Granovsky.’ Considering that these were men of 
different temperaments — Granovsky a ‘conciliatory’ character, Belinsky shy 
and frail but famous for his vehemence in argument, not to mention Bakunin’s 
huge ego and grandiloquent way of dominating discussions — it was indeed 
remarkable that they all accepted Stankevich’s intellectual superiority as this 
soft-spoken, contemplative but disciplined young thinker guided their first 
steps in the exploration of German philosophy from Kant to Schelling and 
Fichte. 

But when it came to Hegel, Stankevich had no more than initiated Bakunin 
into his philosophy, leaving him to sort out its mysteries for himself. After he 
went to Berlin and studied Hegel under Werder, Stankevich’s ‘reconciliation 
with reality’ progressed as far as his accepting the idea ‘that life, when compre- 
hended by mind’, was not a series of accidental or coarse phenomena, but gov- 
erned by the universal ‘Spirit’ or Absolute. Although he was attracted by the 
rational in Hegel — and converted both Granovsky and Konstantin S. Aksakov, 
an earlier member of his circle who happened to be in Berlin, into devotees of 
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Hegel — Stankevich himself never became either an orthodox or a dialectical 
Hegelian, perhaps because ‘his fastidious intellect and refined and poetic nature 
rendered him incapable of crude generalizations’,’* or he shrank from absolute 
theories. 

He remained the idol of his circle long after Herzen’s friend Ogarev 
reformed its ranks and provided it with a new intellectual and social centre. The 
following lines written by Herzen about Ogarev — another soft-souled man 
whom he defended against philistine charges of idleness, and whom he found 
so akin to Stankevich that in his é/oge of the latter he even mixed up their names 
— fit Stankevich’s personality and role just as well, and may stand as their joint 
epitaph: ‘To serve as the link, the centre of a whole circle of people, is a very 
great work, especially in a society both disunited and fettered.’3 

And disunited it was, the ‘legion of savants, writers and professors’ who, 
since Stankevich’s departure, had come to be dominated by Bakunin and Belin- 
sky. And the bone of contention in the debates which by the time of Herzen’s 
arrival on the scene had split it into two camps — debates in which he took an 
active part as they moved to their climax — was precisely the concept of ‘recon- 
ciliation with reality’. 

Bakunin had a talent for drawing. One day in 1838 he did a likeness of him- 
self and sent it to the Beyer sisters with the following inscription: ‘I find in it... a 
sort of diffuseness and lack of definition: it is unfinished, as I myself am unfin- 
ished.’ 

He was unfinished but in the midst of a painful process of ‘remaking’ him- 
self. This had started with his excruciating self-discovery, late in 1836, of the 
implications of the jealous fury that had raged in him for weeks at the mere 
false suspicion that his younger sister Tatyana was falling in love with Belinsky. 
His realization that there was ‘much that is vile in me’, coupled with his inabil- 
ity to rid himself of it, had made him unburden his soul to the Beyer sisters: ‘I 
do not know what to call my feeling for Tanichka’, he had written to them in an 
undated letter, except that it had inflamed him with a ‘tormenting jealousy... 
Base emotions overwhelmed my entire being. I became their wretched slave... 
Ah, this was hell, hell with all its terrors.’ 

To his own sisters he had merely confessed the collapse of his belief in 
Fichte. His personal Fichtean ‘P and ‘will’ had proved of no avail in his emo- 
tional crisis. In this hour of his dark distress and moral degradation when he 
‘craved death’, Stankevich had offered him a new lease on life by inviting him to 
join him in the study of Hegel in Moscow. 

‘The work went swiftly’, Annenkov was to write 40 years later, dwelling on 
Bakunin’s ‘superlative’ facility for dialectic; and in the 2oth century Isaiah 
Berlin would observe that Hegel’s “dialectical” struggle of “opposites” which 
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(somewhat, it seems, like a diesel engine) moved by a series of sharp explo- 
sions... suited Bakunin’s temperament well since, as he himself was fond of 
saying, he detested nothing more than peace, order, bourgeois contentment.’'+ 

Bakunin’s agile mind indeed quickly took to Hegel’s quizzical but stimulat- 
ing paradoxes as one takes to a challenge. Stankevich had in fact invited him 
to ‘rack’ their brains together over Hegel, not only because Bakunin knew 
German but because he could think of no one better suited as a partner for dis- 
cussing such abstract notions as Hegel’s concept of the ‘Absolute’. That had 
been in November 1836. 

Bakunin had hardly studied Hegel more than a month or so when the ro core 
members of his ‘holy commune’ — his 4 sisters, 4 brothers, and two Beyer ‘soul’ 
sisters — began to hear in individual and collective reports of his revival through 
Hegel. Henceforth he would do nothing but study, concern himself with 
nothing ‘other than what is tightly bound with universal life’. His subjective 
Fichtean ‘personal “I” must be destroyed’, his futile ‘inner life’ deracinated to 
make room for ‘that harmony outside of oneself that one cannot find within.’ 
On 10 January 1837 he was still explaining to his sister Varvara that his Fich- 
tean ‘P had to go because ‘I have a fiery nature, my feelings seethe... I am pas- 
sionate, egotistical, jealous and, finally, there is not within me those qualities 
that fit others for life in society’, and candidly telling her that ‘only absolute life 
can bring me happiness and preserve my dignity. Departing from it, I am 
capable of any crime.’'S 

A little over three weeks later, on 4 February, he was victoriously announcing 
to his entire sister- and brotherhood that ‘my personal I has been forever des- 
troyed... my individuality entirely dissolved in the Absolute.’*® 

He had a phenomenally quick grasp, but one should not be misled into 
thinking that he immediately mastered the intricacies of Hegel’s system. It was 
to take him a couple of years to acquire enough of its scholastic and convoluted 
historicophilosophical jargon to be able to strut about Moscow’s intellectual 
salons as the foremost, if not undisputed, authority on Hegel. For one thing, 
Bakunin was an irregular student in spite of his various declarations; for 
another, his study was often superficial, for rather than probing methodically 
and deeply, his mind quickly spotted and roved to and from those ideas which 
suited — or could be turned to serve — his emotional needs. 

By the spring of 1837 Hegel (via Stankevich) had brought Bakunin his first 
salvation. In Hegel’s equation of the ‘real’ with the ‘rational’ he found that abs- 
tract ‘harmony outside oneself’ which helped to still ‘the indescribable torment” 
of his inner life. In the light of Absolute Reason and the manifestations of exter- 
nal reality, all those ‘dreadful humiliations’ of which he had been the victim now 
appeared to be the trivial result of ‘futile, egotistical introspection’, subjective 
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fantasies and contemplative self-absorption à la Kant and Fichte. Having reached 
a truce of sorts with his turbulent inner self, Bakunin admonished his brothers 
and sisters to ‘stop talking about external and inner life. There is no such divi- 
sion.’ And to his other neophytes, the Beyer sisters, went the instruction: ‘None 
of us should think about how things might be better with us; instead one should 
regard the external world as something given, in which he must find himself and 
thereby transform the external into the internal? 

In April 1837, just as he was achieving ‘reconciliation with reality’ in a nar- 
row personal sense, Bakunin’s first spurt of Hegel studies came to an abrupt 
end. Stankevich, faced with the self-inflicted ‘catastrophe’ of his betrothal to 
Lyubov, left Moscow to sort out his feelings and ponder his next step on his 
father’s estate. In June Bakunin returned to Premukhino to find his family of 10 
in alarm over Stankevich’s ominous postponement of the marriage. Michael 
was quick to offer his siblings the balsam of ‘life in the Absolute’ and his new 
perception that suffering was the wail of romantic illusions and tormenting 
self-analysis. 

Each of the ‘doctors of revolution’ expressed his persona in the ideas and 
theories he launched upon the world. The preaching of none, however, so obvi- 
ously and transparently reflected the ups and downs of his personal life and 
fluctuating moods as did Bakunin’s. He meant to take a second and more 
serious plunge into Hegel’s philosophy in the calm of Premukhino. But that 
summer, consternation reigned among the Bakunin clan at Stankevich’s written 
adieu and departure abroad. Even if the disappointed Lyubov knew that her 
brother had condoned his friend’s action, she expected little consolation from 
Michael as she was — by her own confession — normally afraid to talk to him and 
used to avoid him because ‘everything about him was so tempestuous and had a 
terrible effect on me.” 

Indeed, Bakunin’s stay at Premukhino was marked by a series of family 
storms in which he embroiled himself and others. Although he was in the pro- 
cess of ‘remaking’ himself, he was the same old Michael. Even before the tragic 
turn taken by the Lyubov-Stankevich affair, he resumed his struggle for the ‘lib- 
eration’ of Varvara from her husband. In the spring of 1837, the deeply reli- 
gious and devout Varvara, who in a moment of ‘weakness’ had married the 
landowner Dyakov — but had since left him, together with their child, feeling 
sinful for having allowed a man she did not love to ‘profane’ her — came under 
increasing pressure from her parents to return to him. At the same time 
Michael, who was still in Moscow, kept warning her that resuming a loveless life 
with her husband would be nothing less than a crime. In her dilemma Varvara, 
recognizing that the otherwise decent Dyakov was not to blame for her sin — and 
feeling, moreover, that she was still bound by church vows to the father of her 
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child — conceived the idea of inviting him to come and live with her for a while 
‘as brother and sister’ at Premukhino. Dyakov agreed, and did his best to keep 
his word; but by the time Michael returned to Premukhino in June, Dyakov was 
gone, the experiment having failed for various emotional reasons, and Varvara 
was all the worse for it. Michael, who had promised that he would ‘shrink from 
nothing’ to save her, thereupon launched a complex campaign to do so. He 
began by persuading his parents that Varvara was in urgent need of a health- 
cure at Carlsbad. Without mentioning that the plan was for Varvara to remain 
abroad together with her two-year-old son and a nurse — or that he meant to 
hitch on to them and leave as well — he wangled a half-promise from his father to 
contribute 1,000 roubles towards Varvara’s health-cure. 

In November, Michael departed for Moscow, his head swarming with ideas 
for raising the considerable finances required for the execution of the whole 
plan. Stankevich, who was in on it, had promised to pay off Michael’s debts and 
to support him at the rate of 1,500 roubles a year if he joined him abroad. For 
the rest, Michael planned to sell Varvara’s jewelry, and reckoned he could get 
even the weak-willed Dyakov to pitch in with some money for his wife’s defec- 
tion. 

The plan might have succeeded had not Count Alexander Bakunin discov- 
ered that Varvara was to be separated from her husband for an indefinite length 
of time and that Michael intended to escort her to Carlsbad and then proceed to 
Berlin, the fountainhead of Hegelian wisdom. The old man was furious with 
his son, and at his behest Dyakov presented Varvara with an ultimatum: she 
could either go abroad with him, or he would force her to leave their son 
behind. At the same time, Count Bakunin wrote to Michael that his cup was 
full. With three unmarried daughters on his hands, he accused his eldest son of 
trying to crown his constant incitement of his siblings against their parents by 
destroying the marriage of Varvara, their only wedded child. As Michael 
reported to all and sundry, his father in this letter ‘declared war’ on him and 
told him in so many words ‘either to become once and for all a truly Christian 
son’ or to end his ‘philosophical visits to Premukhino’.'9 

On Michael’s side, the ‘war’ for Varvara’s deliverance from a loveless mar- 
riage was supported by all the young members of Stankevich’s former circle, 
including Belinsky and Stankevich himself, who encouraged it from abroad and 
even offered the money for Varvara’s journey. The ‘war’ — which some students 
have seen in essence as ‘the struggle to save a single human being, incidentally a 
woman, from heavy bondage to social forms’ imposed by family, church and 
state?° — was to be a protracted one. While in the midst of it Bakunin was to 
attract the attention of Moscow’s intellectual world by publishing an article on 
Hegel’s philosophy, the highly sensitive, musically and intellectually gifted 
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Varvara — an ardent votary whose letters on religion and love have been cited as 
providing ‘important evidence of the spirit of the age’ — was both the chief 
instigator of the struggle and its victim. 

Emotionally exhausted by inner conflict and the friction with her parents, 
she found comfort from despair in Michael’s persuasive new teaching of uni- 
versal ‘reality’ superseding individual joys and suffering. Addressing him in his 
own Hegelian lingo as one ‘enlightened by eternal reason, for whom nothing is 
dark’, she appealed to him to act as if he were father to her son, and to save her: 
‘Oh, Misha, enlighten us by the light of reason and truth, give us immortal, 
conscious life... Misha, you were sent to us by God... I would perish without 
you.’?? 

Michael did not disappoint her. He had made legal inquiries how to stop 
Dyakov from vetoing Varvara’s trip abroad. ‘God and the law are on our side,’ 
he assured her, guessing that Dyakov would anyway not go to court for fear of a 
scandal. Barred from Premukhino, Michael was going to spend New Year’s Eve 
1838 at the Kazitsino estate of two maiden aunts. To lure Varvara away from 
their father’s influence he instructed her, if there were more arguments with 
their parents, to ‘ask for horses and come to Kazitsino with your son and 
Taniusha. Be calm and steadfast.’?3 

On 15 December he had written to his father that famous long litany of a 
letter — more than 20 printed pages in the existing draft — in which he had 
evoked his happy childhood (‘the best period’ of his life) at Premukhino. But he 
also countered his father’s charges with some of his own. ‘Over the last year’, he 
wrote, just when he needed ‘the love and advice of a father, especially a father 
like you’, he had discovered that he had no father to whom he could bare his 
soul with ‘all its wounds’. In a mixed tone of supplication and rebellion, he 
begged his parents ‘to restore their love to their children’ and to save Varvara, 
but did not hesitate to harangue them with militant quotations from the Scrip- 
tures and Jesus: ‘I have come not to bring peace, but the sword. For I have come 
to divide son from father, and daughter from mother and bride from bride- 
groom.’ He seems not to have remembered, or relied on his parents not to 
remember, that the verses he was misquoting from Matthew end with the sen- 
tence: ‘And man’s foes will be those of his own household.’?4 

Already during his Fichtean period, Michael had told the members of his 
‘holy commune’ that he was preaching to them ‘in the name of God speaking to 
you through my lips’. Hegel’s Absolute, too, stood for God in his mind. Because 
his parents, instead of love, had imposed ‘slavish submission’ on their children, 
Jesus approved of his war against them. 

In February 1838 he went to Tver, where he stirred up another revolt at the 
home of the Beyer sisters. Yet, remarkably, in the midst of his continuing man- 
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oeuvres on behalf of Varvara and while on the move during the winter from 
Premukhino to Moscow to Kazitsino and Tver, he read and made notes on parts 
of Hegel’s Phenomenology of the Spirit, his Encyclopaedia and The Philosophy of 
Religion, in preparation for the article he was to publish. And in a singular feat 
accomplished during this period of his ‘reconciliation’ with Hegel’s reality — at 
the very time he ostensibly destroyed his Fichtean ‘P and was telling his adher- 
ents to forget their romantic illusions and petty soul-searching and to ‘live every 
hour in the Absolute tightly bound up with the universal’ — he quickly and 
characteristically found a way of reinserting his subjective personal ‘I’ into 
Hegel’s objective reality. He did so simply, one might say, by universalizing his 
T. He was in transition to Hegel but, retaining Fichte’s view that every man 
possessed ‘the universal within himself’, he comfortably concluded that he 
could attain the universal without giving up his own individuality. His reason- 
ing about Hegelian reality and external ‘circumstances’ went something like 
this: 

‘Circumstances do not depend on us’, but ‘we can change them. We can give 
to them the divine character that lives within us... The main thing is to be pre- 
pared for anything and never act contrary to our beliefs.’ By infusing reality 
with the universal or ‘divine character’ that lived within him, Bakunin, as he 
informed the members of his ‘commune of the Holy Spirit’, became ‘the ruler 
of all external circumstances. They must take that form, that direction, which I 
give them?” 

More than 100 years after Bakunin’s death, Arthur Mendel was to demon- 
strate through many examples that the young Bakunin divided Hegel’s ‘objec- 
tive’ world into two parts — one comprising the ‘really’ Real, that is (in 
Bakunin’s words), ‘everything that exists and acts’ and is therefore necessary 
and must be accepted; the other was ‘that dead and soulless necessity to which 
those submit who are crushed by fate’ and whose undeveloped consciousness 
succumbs to ‘a multiplicity of illusions ~ terrible, frigid, meaningless illusions 
that we think are real.’ Bakunin, in short, remodelled ‘external, objective 
Reality in his own image.’ 

At the same time, the complex facets of his personality and his charisma 
should not be ignored. In the autumn of 1837, when he had first felt ‘that 
harmony outside oneself’ offered by Hegel, Lyubov — previously afraid to talk 
to him because of his domineering manner — had found him the soul of gentle- 
ness. His conversation suddenly proved a great balm and consolation to her. 
“We have got to know and love each other still better,’ she wrote shortly after he 
had left Premukhino in November.”? 

Not only Varvara placed her life in the hands of her God-sent saviour; after 
his February 1838 visit to the Beyer sisters in Tver, Alexandra, the younger of 
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the two, wrote to him in a different kind of exaltation: ‘I stood before you 
silently as before God. He was ready to receive me... but you were looking at me 
sadly and saying: I cannot receive you. I read my sentence and went away — I did 
not want you to see my tears flow.’ Michael’s famous reply was that philosophy, 
‘my jealous wife... bids me say that you are rather bold to forget that she alone 
has the right to my love.’ 

He had developed a new cynical imperviousness, and throughout that 1837- 
38 period of his supposed surrender of his ‘will’ to external Hegelian reality, he 
kept imposing it on his devotees. ‘All wills must give way before the one that 
appears before them as God’s interpreter’, he had informed them on the com- 
mune’s foundation in the summer of 1837. And now, in February 1838, even as 
he was writing his article on Hegel — his first original work, to be published in 
the Moscow Observer — he was tightening his hold on them and reminding them 
that ‘all who have once entered into this commune will never leave it.’ 

In March, Belinsky was offered the editorship of the Moscow Observer and 
the challenge of putting this bankrupt journal back on its feet again. After 
fleeing to the Caucasus to escape arrest, he had returned to Moscow in Septem- 
ber 1837. When Bakunin arrived in November, the two had a ‘reconciliation’ of 
sorts. In fact, Bakunin, when not away from Moscow on his intrigues at Kaz- 
itsino or on the Beyer estate at Tver, was staying with Belinsky. 

It was in the revamped April 1838 issue of the Moscom Observer that Bakunin’s 
article on Hegel appeared, in the form of an introduction to three of his ‘Lec- 
tures to High School Students’ (Gymnasium Vorträge). In Bakunin’s translation, 
these were the first of Hegel’s works to be published in Russia. In his signed 
article, Bakunin showed himself to be an outright conservative Hegelian of the 
‘Right’. It could not be otherwise, for he had yet to hear of the existence of the 
Young Hegelian ‘Left’ which had begun its agitation in Germany. 

In a more learned tone than in his private letters, he argued that Kant 
and Fichte had destroyed ‘any kind of objectivity and reality’ in favour of an 


“P absorbed in futile, egotistical self-contemplation.” He 


‘abstract, empty 
blamed the Enlightenment for having caused man’s ‘sickly alienation from any 
kind of natural and spiritual reality’, leading to the triumph of materialism and 
‘soulless flesh’; and went on to say that the result was ‘the bloody’ French Revo- 
lution which had destroyed religion and the state. 

Hegel’s ‘what is real is rational, and what is rational is real’ had done much to 


redress the balance, but more remained to be done: 
The guillotine applied its bloody standard, punishing everyone who 


had even slightly risen above the mindless crowd. Napoleon stopped 
the revolution and restored social order, but he could not cure the 
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main sickness of France: he could not restore religion, and religion is 
the substance, the essence of any state. 


Finally, Bakunin’s praise of Hegel turned into a veritable paean of Russian 
reality. He deplored the fact that Russian education, instead of developing the 
religious feelings and aesthetic sense of the young to preserve them ‘from all 
the dirty unenlightened side of life’, filled them ‘with empty, meaningless 
French phrases’. Like Hegel, the ‘grace-and-favour’ professor construed or 
misconstrued by his orthodox Right-wing disciples as a supporter of the 
‘divine’ right of Prussia’s monarchy, Bakunin wanted to see a strong and active 
Russia devoted to Tsar and fatherland. He crowned his presentation of Hegel 
with the observation that ‘happiness lies not in fancy, not in abstract reading 
but in living reality’, and the following exhortation: 


To revolt against reality is to destroy in oneself the vital source of 
life. To reconcile with reality in all aspects and all spheres of life is 
the great task of our time... Knowledge requires rigorous discipline, 
and without it there is no knowledge... Let us hope that our new gen- 
eration will also abandon its illusions and cease its empty and sense- 
less chatter... will reconcile itself with our beautiful Russian reality... 


and feel at last the legitimate need to become real Russians.3° 


This mélange of Hegel and young Bakunin’s personal feelings jolted his friends 
out of their complacency. For just as the realization of his own problem with his 
sister ‘Tanichka’ had forced him to reach outside himself, so the inconclusive 
emotional involvements cutting across the circle — Stankevich’s ‘betrothal’ to 
Lyubov, Belinsky’s hapless infatuation with Alexandra, not to mention the two 
cultured Beyer sisters entertaining the circle for years while repressing their pas- 
sions first for Stankevich and then for Bakunin himself — made them and all the 
young Russian ‘truth-seekers’ privy to their affairs dimly feel that for all their 
high-flown talk they were living in a world of fantasy divorced from the claims of 
life. Although Bakunin, in Annenkov’s phrase, initiated ‘a new phase of philo- 
sophism on Russian soil with his proclamation of the doctrine that “all that really 
exists is sacred”, his rise in Moscow’s intellectual circles was not immediate. 

The first to challenge him was in fact his editor and roommate, Belinsky, the 
most upright and conscientious representative of the Russian intelligentsia. For 
months, Bakunin had been drumming Hegel into Belinsky, who was sincerely 
keen to penetrate the ultimate mystery of German metaphysics in the hope of 
finding peace of mind at last. But he found it hard to repress his feelings and 
surrender his conscience and moral instinct to an abstract theory of reality 
which Bakunin presented to him as nothing less than ‘a universal revelation... 
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a compulsory law of human mentality... without any possibility of correction, 
addition or change.’3! 

Disadvantaged by the fact that he knew no German, Belinsky protested and 
asked questions to which Bakunin, who took a ‘voluptuous’ pleasure in philoso- 
phical argument and exposition, responded with the ‘infallible truth’ of Hegel’s 
ideas, or his own quickly improvised ones. He was a hard taskmaster. When 
Belinsky at one point flatly told him that he wanted to live his ‘own life, accord- 
ing to my own mind’, and not according to half-understood scientific axioms 
and metaphysical deductions, Bakunin reacted with an undisguised disdain 
which Belinsky never forgot.3? 

Still, he went on labouring for months, imposing on himself a ‘cruel intellec- 
tual discipline’ and a voluntary but ‘excruciating ordeal’ that drained his 
strength. The upshot was that the effort to turn the Moscow Observer into a 
pseudo-philosophical journal soon ‘wore out its editor’ as well as its readers.33 

These two, Bakunin with his leonine air and superior eloquence, and Belinsky 
— shy, hard-working, poverty-stricken and feeling inadequate because of his 
unfinished university education — were in fact destined to go through all the 
points between ‘love which is near to hatred, and hatred which is near to love’, as 
Belinsky later put it. Already in mid-March 1838 Bakunin had moved to the 

apartment of Botkin, preferring to lodge with this rich philosophizer who could 
always be touched for a loan; and soon enough he and Belinsky were blaming 
each other for damaging the reputation of the Odserver and bringing it to ruin. 

With their first major dispute to come only in the autumn, Bakunin’s so- 
called ‘second Hegelian summer’ started auspiciously enough. In May 1838 he 
went home to Premukhino to celebrate the success of his war for the ‘liberation’ 
of Varvara from her husband. Under Michael’s relentless pressure, his father 
and Dyakov had got tired of the fight and, after complicated negotiations, 
Varvara was finally to leave for the Carlsbad waters with her son and a servant. 
There was a sad side to Michael’s victory, for in the end Stankevich, while con- 
tributing towards the expenses of Varvara’s journey, had declared himself 
unable to finance Michael’s stay abroad as well. But Varvara was to spend 4 years 
in Europe on money raised by Michael in selling her jewelry and silver, and 
more funds provided by her father, by Stankevich and even, as Michael had 
foreseen, by her husband. 

As for Stankevich’s role in the ‘emancipation’ of Varvara, some time or other 
after his betrothal to Lyubov he had in fact transferred his airy amour to her 
sister. His correspondence with Lyubov contains hints that in Varvara’s ‘verses, 
her music [and] her letters’ he detected an ability ‘to seek everything within 
herself’, which seemed to him to offer ‘the ideal existence for a man, and is an 
even greater ideal for the woman who is capable of it.’3+ Varvara, the first to 
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realize that if Stankevich truly loved Lyubov he would not have left Russia 
without her, had always adored him. On her own in Europe, though not yet 
divorced, she was eventually — more than a year after Lyubov’s death — to follow 
his call and the dictates of her heart, and join him in Italy, from where they 
openly declared their love in letters to Premukhino shortly before Stankevich’s 
lungs gave out and he died. 

Before Varvara set out for Carlsbad in June 1838, Bakunin at Premukhino, 
‘happy as it is only given children to be happy’, sent his mother — who had gone 
to Moscow to equip her daughter for the journey — the first of the only two 
affectionate letters he was ever to write her. In July, making notes on Hegel and 
variously guiding Lyubov, Tatyana, Alexandra and his brother Nicholas to read 
the works of Goethe, Schiller and Pushkin, he wrote that at last he felt a ‘real 
harmony... based on the rational freedom of each member of the family.’35 

While in Moscow, Countess Bakunin had invited Belinsky and Botkin to visit 
Premukhino. When they arrived, Michael’s friendship with Belinsky flared up 
again. By that time, however, a melancholy pall was descending on Premukhino, 
for Lyubov was dying. Nor was Belinsky fooled by the ‘harmony’ and peace of 
mind Michael seemed to have achieved since his ‘reconciliation with reality’. 
Belinsky still burned with resentment at Michael’s insufferably patronizing and 
authoritarian manner; but he agreed to come because he felt that he had suffi- 
ciently freed himself of Michael’s dominance to accept him ‘as he was’, pro- 
vided Michael did the same with regard to him. 

‘There was no peace’, Belinsky summed up his visit, ‘only a patched-up 
armistice.’3° At the beginning of August, a few days after he and Botkin 
departed, Lyubov died. This ‘dreadful negation... the monstrous nakedness of 
pan-destructive, omnipresent, and omnipotent death’ — painfully affected 
Michael. Mobilizing against it every philosophical-religious consolation he 
knew, the heroic ‘suffering’ of his Fichtean period, Christ’s crucifixion, resur- 
rection and redemption, his new Hegelian dialectic of the world progressing 
through crises to renewal, and even, curiously enough for Bakunin, the suffer- 
ing experienced by a mother in giving birth, he wrote to Varvara in September: 
‘Human life in general is a life of struggle, dissension, and suffering, for the 
grandeur and the strength of reality can be known only by the grandeur and the 
intensity of the contradiction from which the spirit makes its way towards 
self-concentration.’ 

At the same time, he mentioned his renewed ‘doubts, weakness, spiritual 
blindness’. He was still in this sombre pensive mood, and trying to concentrate 
on his studies, when Belinsky suddenly broke the ‘armistice’. In September and 
October he sent Michael three long letters — veritable ‘dissertations’, as they 
became known between the two of them — in which, striking at the heart of 
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Michael’s self-deceptive ‘reconciliation with reality’, he told him point-blank 
that for all his ability ‘to ¢#ink wonderfully well about reality’, to ‘chatter and 
make a lot of noise... and sound terribly wise’ about it, he knew reality in theory, 
but actually lived outside it. 

What did Michael know about real life? ‘You can explain reality to others’, 
Belinsky wrote, ‘but you yourself let it pass you by... In fact you have not lived 
at all.” Because he always determined by thought what others understood 
directly, naturally, spontaneously, ‘even without going to school’, Michael was 
incapable of establishing any authentic emotional relationships and did not 
know the simple ‘act of life... Ideas are dearer to you than man.’ 

It was in this letter that Belinsky, preferring the truth to a ‘false’ relationship, 
accused Bakunin — even while acknowledging his ‘powerful spirit’, superior 
intellect and ‘devilish capacity for communicating ideas’ — of ‘monstrous 
pride... a desire to subjugate’ and insincerity towards friends, and compared 
him to ‘an all-gestating and all-devouring Brahma’ to whom friends and lovers 
were mere ‘victims and toys’. Holding up a ruthless mirror to Michael, he 
described him more specifically as a man driven by his excessive ‘strength, ele- 
mental power and spiritual restlessness to strive incessantly for some goal in the 
distant beyond, dissatisfied with the present, even hating the present and him- 
self in the present... that is your character,’3? and rounded out the portrait by 
dwelling on his heartless cynicism. ‘You crushed everyone with your weight, 
and made it difficult for any ordinary person to love you.’ 

Nor was that all. Mercilessly attacking Bakunin at his most vulnerable point 
— his attachment to his sisters and the suffocating mind-control he had estab- 
lished over them — Belinsky ridiculed the artificial ‘doctor’s robe’ of philosophy 
he had forced on them. This, he suggested, ruined their natural lives, and they 
might be better off without it: 


You led them into the realm of thought, and gave them a new life. 
But I have strong reasons for thinking that they would very, very 
much like to escape. Before they learned the importance of abstract 
thought, they were saved from this desire by the simple feeling of 
submission to providence... The corner-stone of their knowledge is 
the two magic words: ‘Michael says?,..38 


Belinsky correctly foresaw, as he wrote to Stankevich, that Bakunin was not 
made for a life of abstract thought and quiet contemplation: ‘He craves move- 
ment, turbulence and battle’, and his lack of ‘any sense of reality’ would always 
lead him towards extremism. His struggle to ‘liberate’ his sisters, he observed to 
Stankevich, was inspired less by ‘love for them and their happiness’ than by a 
thirst for action, a proclivity for heroics, ‘bravado and bombast’.39 
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In his ‘dissertations’ to Bakunin, Belinsky not only stripped him naked to his 
soul and innermost motivations, but set out to teach him a lesson in ‘reconcilia- 
tion with reality’. It was not the abstract contemplation of one’s navel and the 
world practised by Bakunin: it meant coming to grips with living society and 
the world. Reduced by penury as he was to teaching young clerks at Moscow’s 
Mining Institute how to write clear office letters, Belinsky looked at them as 
they were, ‘not through a preconceived theory’, and was beginning ‘to find 
common interests in talking with the kind of people with whom I thought I 
could never have anything in common.’ This was an authentic relationship, not 
like some circle of idle world-remote theorizers who could afford to play about 
with abstract concepts and criticize everything without any responsibility or 
obligation on their part. 

Though reeling under this general assault, Bakunin took the high ground 
and wrote Stankevich that Belinsky had gone to the extreme of idealizing ‘any 
ordinary, commonplace, existing being’. But there was more from Belinsky. 
‘The drama of life’, he advised Bakunin, ‘is so arranged that people of all roles 
are needed.’ If things depended on him, he would have asked for another role, 
‘but, you see, they do not like these requests, they insist that I be not what I 
would like to be, but what they want. So I will play the role that was given me.’ 
And he announced that, having joined ‘society’, he enjoyed the strength and 
fascination of real life: ‘I am no longer a candidate for membership in society, 
but a member of it. I feel it in me and myself in it, attached to it, grafted onto 
its interests, poured into its life, fusing my life in its own.’ 

Once an idea had got hold of him, Belinsky was not afraid to pursue it to its 
conclusion. Having embraced Hegel’s ‘reconciliation with reality’ in the traves- 
tied form taught him by Michael, he now threw the grim implications of 
Hegelian ‘necessity’ back in his face in a famous passage: 


Reality is a monster, armed with iron claws and iron jaws: whoever 
does not voluntarily surrender to it will be seized and devoured by it... 
We constantly meet victims of its vengeance. Free individual actions, 
unreconciled with external necessity, deviating from the life of society, 
produce collisions... Yes, live not as you like, not as you think you 
should, but as the ruler decrees, and that ruler is — civic society.4° 


Bakunin climbed on his high horse again and wrote Belinsky that he could 
easily draw from his own ‘store of transcendental and logical tricks all the proof 
needed to amaze even your terrible reality with its iron jaws and claws.’ Accus- 
ing Belinsky of capitulating to the opinion of the crowd and simply adopting its 
‘stupid voice’ as ‘your new philosophy’, he recalled him to the ‘sacred voice of 
truth’ and ‘independent thought’. + 
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Belinsky, however, took a different view of things: ‘I recognize personal, 
autonomous freedom, but I also recognize a higher will. Collision is the result of 
a hostile conflict between these two wills. So — everything is and will be as it is 
and will be. If I stand, fine. If I fall, there is nothing to be done about it. Iam 
God’s soldier: he commands, I march ...’4? 

In their religiously coloured Hegelian parlance, God stood for the Absolute, 
the divine ‘Reason’ governing universal reality — as in Belinsky’s later phrase: 
‘The word reality has become for me equal in meaning to the word God.’ By the 
time Belinsky wrote this he had travelled a further stage in his ‘reconciliation 
with reality’ to the point of upholding the principle that ‘might is right’ and 
accepting — though not for long — the idea that the reality of the Tsar’s autoc- 
racy in the ‘holy’ Russian fatherland was part of a divine scheme. 

The epistolary Belinsky-Bakunin duel in the autumn of 1838 was not the 
end of their tortuous ‘love-hate’ relationship. A year later the two of them were 
living together again in Moscow, but their final break was imminent when 
Herzen arrived to assist in the great Hegelian debates. He was unknowingly to 
help set these two vehement protagonists on their different paths to glory. 


Whether the combined impact of the monstrous ‘negation’ of Lyubov’s death 
and Belinsky’s assault made Bakunin realize that his only alternative to assum- 
ing some of the obligations of ‘civic’ life was either ‘to escape it or destroy it’ — 
justifying Mendel’s view that he had ‘parts of his apocalyptic vision ready in 
hand’ at this early stage, only waiting to be translated from ‘abstract fantasy into 
the language of politics’ — the fact is that already in July 1838, before Lyubov’s 
death and the clash with Belinsky, he had passed the word to the founder- 
members of his commune: ‘Everything that is only external must be destroyed’, 
and only that which was ‘both external and internal’ — that is, whatever he 
could accept and internalize, as it were — allowed to remain.*3 The conflict 
between his subjective Fichtean militancy and his acceptance of objective 
Hegelian reality defied the cleverest ‘transcendental tricks’ of his mind. 

But just as Stankevich’s call at the end of 1836 to come to Moscow and study 
Hegel had saved him from an earlier crisis, so now, in the winter of 1838-39 — in 
the midst of his first long sojourn at Premukhino in years, playing the devoted 
son, ‘affectionate and respectful but firm’ towards his father, even taking a 
passing interest in the affairs of the family estate — destiny itself seemed to 
reach out for him. 

Contrary to his custom, Bakunin had not gone to Moscow for the winter 
because, other than Botkin and Efremov of Stankevich’s former circle, he had 
hardly any friends left there. Both of them, at his request, kept sending him a 
large variety of religious, philosophical! and historical works to keep his mind 
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busy with. According to his notebooks, during the winter and spring of 1839 he 
read a mixed batch of literature, from Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman 
Empire to the Koran, and from Guizot’s History of French Civilization to a book 
on differential calculus, besides helping one of his younger brothers with Greek 
and English grammar. 

In the midst of these random studies, a parcel from Botkin arrived, contain- 
ing a copy of, as well as summaries from, a philosophical journal, the Hallische 
Jahrbiicher, recently founded by Arnold Ruge at Halle in Prussia as the organ of 
the new Hegelian ‘Left’. This journal, which in spite of its title was a monthly, 
came to Bakunin as a great find. From its pages and abstracts of its articles he 
learned for the first time of the stormy controversy which, since David 
Strauss’s Life of Jesus, had split Hegel’s German disciples into a ‘Left’ and a 
‘Right’ camp. 

Scenting action and resuscitated by his old dream of going to Berlin, 
Bakunin became increasingly restless. He presumably intended to throw in his 
weight with the conservative ‘Right’, for he warned his sisters not to be misled 
by Strauss, whom he called a Mephistopheles doomed to defeat. By 13 May he 
was writing to Stankevich that the time had come to tear himself away from ‘the 
narrow sphere of individuality, to enter into a living relationship with universal 
life’; and that he was ready to live in a garret on bread and water, go around in 
old clothes, to satisfy his ‘boundless thirst for knowledge’. Their common 
friend Efremov was about to depart for Berlin, and Bakunin added (probably 
giving vent to his own feelings) that Efremov had ‘to tear himself away from 
vile family life, from old habits, senseless depressions and vacuous, useless 
probing into himself.’++ 

With Berlin now ‘a matter of life and death’ to him, as he announced to 
Stankevich, it was obvious that Bakunin would leave no stone unturned to get 
there. Indeed, he was to spend the year to May 1840 on various attempts, most 
of them futile, to raise the money necessary for his stay abroad. It was a restless 
year of changing moods, as his hopes rose and fell, but interspersed with travel 
and other activities, including his publishing a second article on Hegel, making 
the acquaintance of Herzen and Ogarev and becoming the leading light in the 
philosophical discussions among the intellectuals who began to gather regularly 
at Ogarev’s Moscow receptions. 

In the year or so since Stankevich had gone back on his promise to provide 
him with the wherewithal for leaving Russia together with Varvara, Bakunin had 
found no other benefactor to finance his scheme. His chief hope of getting any 
of the money needed in 1839 thus remained focused on his father. But Bakunin 
would not have been Bakunin had he not clashed with his father that summer 
over an impossible scheme he conceived to complete Varvara’s ‘liberation’ by 
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obtaining her final divorce from Dyakov. What he later called the ensuing ‘battle’ 
with his parents was accompanied by ‘ignoble manoeuvres, tricks, accusations 
and attacks’ on their part. Nonetheless, in mid-July, having — but for two short 
visits to Moscow with Tatyana — spent a relatively peaceful year at Premukhino 
trying to be a model son, he set out for St Petersburg to take the matter of the 
divorce personally in hand. As he did not dare confide his intention to his 
parents before he left, his father was furious when he learned of his undertaking 
after the event. 

‘Your efforts and petitions stand no chance of success’, Count Bakunin wrote 
to Michael in St Petersburg. Indeed, although an undismayed Michael sought 
intervention in high quarters and eventually obtained an audience with L.V. 
Dubbelt — the feared assistant head of the notorious “Third Department’ of the 
Imperial Chancellery, in charge of spying on all the Tsar’s subjects — the latter 
refused to bend the strict Russian divorce law. As his father continued to 
reproach him for having acted behind his back, Bakunin sulked and did not 
write home for two months. Nor was he in the mood to visit his bedridden 
mother in Moscow when he learned that she had been taken ill during a visit 
there. In the end he was to spend an ‘oppressive’ 4 months in St Petersburg. 

He had not planned a long stay and had no money, but this was never a 
problem for Michael Bakunin. He went at first to lodge with one of his Mura- 
viev cousins. Then, having outstayed his welcome, he moved at midnight, with- 
out a kopeck in his pocket, to Demutov’s Inn — one of the most expensive in the 
city — and in the middle of the night sent back to the Muravievs for his luggage. 
Belinsky was later to portray Bakunin’s way of sponging on people: ‘One day he 
meets Z[aikin], and the next he asks him for money, takes it, and then again a 
second time, a third, and so on. Then what does he do with the money? Drinks 
Rhine wine, which Z[aikin] denies himself, even though he makes some 15,000 
a year... [Michael] was always going to the theatre, with Z[aikin] always getting 
him tickets...’45 In the end, Bakunin moved in with a former Artillery School 
comrade. 

In September, having met A.A. Kraevsky, the editor of the Notes of the 
Fatherland, Bakunin began to write his second essay on Hegel for this prominent 
St Petersburg journal. He was still penniless and in a mood of despondency and 
inner ‘chaos’; but he had learned to fight and suffer and had written to his sisters 
that one had to drink ‘the whole, bitter cup of unhappiness’ to know what happi- 
ness was. For the first time, too, he recognized that he could not continue to 
reject every kind of obligation or responsibility. He had been right to do so hith- 
erto, for ‘there is no truth in obligations that have no other basis than cold duty, 
for such obligations are the compulsion of slavery, the negation of the infinity of 
the inner spirit. Love is the essence, the beginning and end of life. 
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‘But’, he went on, love ‘must also be actual’, like truth. If it did not go ‘beyond 
possibility to actuality’, then there was no truth in it either. ‘From this point of 
view, I was completely wrong. I sinned against truth when I rejected responsi- 
bility.’4° 

While pursuing his Hegel studies, Bakunin read a Life of Fichte, and again 
extolled him as a ‘true hero of our age’ for his utter disregard of ‘external cir- 
cumstance’ and public opinion in his unwearying move to an ‘appointed goal’. 
Having privately suggested that not every love is true love, he now postulated 
philosophically in his essay that ‘usually, everything existing, every finite thing is 
called real, and in this lies the error. Only those things are real in which reason, 
idea, and truth are present in their entirety. All the rest are illusions and lies.’ 

Thus he suggested that not everything that appears to exist is rational and 
therefore ‘real’, effecting what Arthur Mendel, with historic hindsight, called ‘a 
very successful and fateful merger’ of Fichte and Hegel. Mobilizing Fichte’s 
ardent zeal, but transforming his ‘one-sided’ subjective ‘I’ into an objective ‘I’, 
he allied his militancy with Hegel’s reason in history and ‘the indomitable 
power’ of the Absolute itself. 

In this often mentioned but little discussed essay, Mendel detected signs of 
Bakunin’s imperceptibly and perhaps unwittingly moving towards a ‘Left’ 
Hegelian orientation. Indeed, the essay contained a hint that the world could be 
made ‘rational’ and ‘real’ through the destruction of those ‘external’ circum- 
stances that he, Bakunin, had already classified as ‘vile, meaningless’ and illu- 
sory, and of which he wrote (to his sisters) that they represented ‘the negation 
of the infinity’ of man’s ‘inner spirit’ and (in his essay) that they contradicted, 
and were incompatible with, the ‘boundlessness of his inner ideal essence.’+7 It 
was a far cry from his earlier acceptance of Hegel’s objective ‘external world as 
something given’, but not an unnatural development considering that, dividing 
the world of reality, he had since decided to submit only to that part of it which 
represented ‘real’ necessity, but to resist what he described as the “dead and 
soulless’ type of necessity. 

Otherwise, however, the essay presented the same conservative Hegel of the 
‘Right’ whom he had introduced to the Russian public in his earlier article in the 
Moscow Observer. The first part of his new essay was not to appear before the 
following spring, when it created something of an intellectual stir. But in 
October 1839, his guardianship of his sisters, as so often before, cut across his 
intellectual endeavours. Botkin had fallen hopelessly in love with Michael’s 23- 
year-old sister Alexandra — hopelessly, because as soon as Count Bakunin 
learned from an uncle of hers that the two of them were carrying on a hectic 
secret correspondence, he wrote politely to Botkin to say that he could not 
accept him as a socially eligible suitor for his daughter’s hand. Poor Botkin, the 
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tea-merchant’s son, who by the prevailing standards ranked inferior even to 
Belinsky (who was a doctor’s son), sent Michael 400 roubles and appealed to him 
to rush and ‘defend’ Alexandra from her parents and ‘her aunts and uncles’, for 
he was the only one capable of protecting her: ‘Go to her, go to her, you will 
resurrect her — for God’s sake, I implore you. Drop everything. I have sent 400 
roubles... But move, move, time is precious. She may be dangerously ill.’48 

Botkin’s roubles providentially saved Michael from his melancholy existence 
in St Petersburg. Instead of rushing to Premukhino, however, he left in October 
for Moscow and established himself there for the winter. With both his parents 
variously accusing him of having advised Alexandra to marry Botkin if she 
loved him, and of having otherwise begun the whole affair by failing to warn 
them in time — and on top of it borrowing money from the rejected suitor — the 
epistolary fire from Premukhino was such that he hesitated to go there; and 
when he finally went he was so disgusted by the lack of ‘humanity, religion, or 
love’ in the cherished paradise of his childhood that after a few days he has- 
tened back to Moscow. With ricochets from Botkin, and Alexandra in the end 
falling ill, the affair was to drag on for months. 

In the midst of it all, Belinsky — a year after having vehemently assailed 
Michael Bakunin in his ‘dissertations’ — sought his company. The short, tongue- 
tied and stoop-shouldered Belinsky with his sunken chest, and the huge-propor- 
tioned ‘thunder-hurling’? Bakunin could apparently neither part nor live 
together. Their new reconciliation was not to endure, but while it lasted Belin- 
sky — in spite of his reservations about the other’s ‘unscrupulous, disingenuous’ 
character — once more succumbed to his charisma and rhetoric, to the point of 
writing Stankevich in the autumn of 1839: ‘I came to Moscow from the Cauca- 
sus, and Bakunin was here too — now we are living together. During the summer 
he studied Hegel’s philosophy of religion and of law. A new world opened out 
before us. “Might is right and right is might.” I can’t describe to you with what 
feelings I heard these words. To me it was a liberation.’ He went on: 


I grasped the meaning of the fall of kingdoms, the righteousness of 
conquerors. I understood that there is no such thing as savage mater- 
ial force, no domination of the bayonet and the sword, no arbitrary 
power. Nothing happens by accident. And at last there came to an 
end my weary guardianship of the human race, and the significance 
of my fatherland appeared to me in a new light. The word reality has 
become for me equal in meaning to the word God.49 


This passage from a lengthy letter, begun in September 1839 and finished in 
October, shows how far Bakunin, and with him Belinsky, had travelled from 
Stankevich, the quondam leader of the Moscow circle, who studied philosophy 
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for the intellectual pleasure of it. Belinsky, dazzled by the simplicity of ‘might is 
right’, was, as usual, to go the whole hog and develop a fatalistic belief in the 
rationality of the tsarist autocracy and to submit to it — all in the name of ‘rec- 
onciliation with reality’ — with a self-styled mystic joy that not only stupefied 
his friends but in the end was to make him feel disgust with himself. As for 
Bakunin, when he made up with Belinsky in the autumn of 1839 he was only 
halfway through the painful process of adjusting to reality; shifting positions 
every so often, he was groping for the right philosophical path ‘to enter into a 
living relationship with universal life’, and he was continually so bewildered by 
a maze of contradictions that by February 1840, giving up the posture of the 
divine messenger through whom ‘God speaks to you’, he was to write his 
sisters: ‘I am no longer fit to preach to others. I myself need to be instructed. 
While I was preaching to others, a host of insidious foes crept into my soul, 
which I must now expel.’>° 

Belinsky’s report on how Bakunin converted him to ‘might is right’ is of 
added interest because, posted in October 1839, it reflects the confusion and 
beginning divisions among Moscow’s young intellectuals as they tried to digest 
German metaphysics, and Hegel in particular, at the moment when the former 
‘circle’ was revived with Ogarev’s arrival in October and the soirées began at 
which Bakunin — introduced by Botkin — met Granovsky, Katkov and others, 
including Herzen towards the end of the winter. 

Botkin vied with Ogarev’s wife, Marya Lvovna, in giving receptions, dinner- 
dances and musical parties. On New Year’s Eve 1840 they dined on sturgeon, 
woodcock and champagne. Bakunin, who is said to have drunk g glasses and to 
have danced ‘very gracefully’, began that January to feel in himself ‘something 
of the same sort’ of strength and imperviousness to public opinion that distin- 
guished Fichte, though he still needed — as he declared to his sisters — to 
develop his ability to rely calmly and exclusively on himself ‘and to act inde- 
pendently of and in opposition to everything external’. His mind was now so 
firmly set on Berlin that in two letters written in February he declared, first, 
that he simply could not ‘stay here for another minute... I must study... Learn- 
ing is my entire life’, and secondly, that he expected nothing less than a 
‘baptism, a transformation’ and the start of a ‘golden period’ once he managed 
to immerse himself ‘in the vital atmosphere of European life, where divine 
thought breathes in science, religion, art, nature, people, everything.’>* 

In April, the first part of his essay on Hegel finally appeared in the first issue 
of Notes of the Fatherland and his short ‘reign over the circle of philosophizers’ 
in Moscow — as Annenkov was to call it— began. Kraevsky, the editor, congratu- 
lated Bakunin on his splendid ‘model of a philosophical article in Russian.’ 
Granovsky, who had spent two years in Berlin, most of the time studying Hegel 
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in company with Stankevich, wrote to Bakunin that ‘in these things’ he had 
advanced much further than they had; and having read the manuscript of the 
second part of Bakunin’s essay — which was meant for the July issue but was 
never published — he declared it to be ‘intelligent, simple and to the point’. 
Even Belinsky, who had by now quarrelled with him again, admitted that ‘this 
man can and must write, he will do much to advance the thought of his father- 
land.’ 

In short, Bakunin became the Hegel expert ‘consulted whenever any obscure 
or difficult point in the Master’s system required elucidation’, as Annenkov was 
to put it. Both Annenkov and Herzen were to evoke the phenomenal hold which 
Hegel’s all-embracing philosophy had taken on the minds of the ‘truth-seekers’ 
gathering at Ogarev’s house. In Annenkov’s words: 


A person unacquainted with Hegel was considered by the circle vir- 
tually a nonentity, a fact which gave rise to desperate efforts on the 
part of the many whose mental resources were scant to become fully- 
fledged human beings at the price of gruelling and brainracking 
work which stripped them of the last vestiges of any natural, simple, 


spontaneous feeling and understanding about things. 


According to Herzen, ‘People who loved each other avoided each other for 
weeks at a time because they disagreed about the definition of “all-embracing 
Spirit”, or had taken as a personal insult an opinion on “the absolute personal- 
ity and its existence in itself”.’5 Herzen immediately registered that the circle 
now dominated by Bakunin — preoccupied exclusively by ‘speculative’ ques- 
tions, and totally uninterested in political affairs and the social hubbub — treated 
him and Ogarev’s French-inspired activist ideas with the ‘respectful indul- 
gence’ due to returned exiles, but looked down on them as figures of the past, 
while Hegel and their own interpretation of his works represented modernity. 
The fundamental division, however, as Herzen recognized, was another. The 
greatest harm, he wrote, was done by Hegel’s phrase ‘al! that is real is rational’ 
and the issue that split the circle into two camps was the conflict between 
Bakunin and Belinsky over ‘reconciliation’ with that rational reality. Herzen 
met Belinsky in Moscow only briefly, if at all, for Belinsky was summoned to St 
Petersburg to help to edit and lend his prestige to the Notes of the Fatherland. 
He had finally thrown off the tutelage of Bakunin, of whom he later said to 
Annenkov that he had ‘snatched’ his soul by ‘devious means’. At the beginning 
of 1840 he accused Bakunin directly: ‘You cannot stand it when anyone does 
not think or do as you do.’ To Botkin, he wrote that he ‘hated’ Bakunin, hated 
the way the indolent swashbuckler, while engaged in no activity other than 
rhetoric, managed by sheer high phrases not only to make ‘a lot of noise about 
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philosophy and himself’ but to ‘lord it over others’, while he, Belinsky — con- 
fined in St Petersburg to a small over-heated study adjoining a ‘damp and 
frigid’ living-room — was reduced to reading mediocre works and forced to 
write reviews of them for the use and pleasure of the esteemed public of imper- 
ial Russia, and, moreover, to do this reading and writing without knowing 
German. ‘And then there are the hemorrhoids, headaches, cramps, nausea, 
trembling hands and feet.’53 

Faced with this grim reality, Belinsky published in the winter of 1839-40 a 
series of articles in which, with his usual violence, he attacked all his former 
idols, including Schiller, the poet of liberty, whom he accused of having pre- 
sented him with ‘an abstract ideal of society, cut off from the geographical and 
historical conditions, built in mid-air’. Belinsky’s articles led to more strife and 
controversy in Moscow. Herzen, by his account, was so stunned by Belinsky’s 
invoking Hegelian ‘reason’ to justify the tsarist ‘reality’ that he broke with him. 
As for Bakunin, Herzen had the impression that he was ‘being driven by his revo- 
lutionary instinct’ in the other direction, away from the conservative Hegel of the 
Right he had taught Belinsky and whom the latter was now glorifying. Not that 
Bakunin had become a Left Hegelian, but he had begun to realize that by Hegel’s 
logic one had to travel, in order to reach one’s goal, in the other direction. 

With everyone, including Belinsky, praising his essay on Hegel in Notes on 
the Fatherland, Bakunin was all the more keen to set off for Berlin, so keen in 
fact that, although Alexandra had been taken ill with grief over her unhappy 
romance with his friend Botkin, he refused appeals to deal any further with the 
matter, declaring that he was now concerned only with a way of getting to 
Berlin: ‘I have to get out of all the trivial life of family and friends.’ Botkin, who 
had housed and fed him for nearly a year, was furious at his sudden indifference. 
He claimed that Michael had actually advised Alexandra that she had to choose 
between ‘husband and brother’, or Botkin and himself. All their friends in 
Moscow thought Michael’s attitude scandalous, and Belinsky chimed in to 
express his rage at ‘this abstract hero born to bring ruin on himself and others, 
a man with a fine mind... but the blood of a rotting salt cod.’ 

In his despair at failing to find the funds for his journey, Bakunin turned for 
help to Stankevich. But Stankevich let him down again, disappointingly advis- 
ing him not to give up Berlin, but to find some ‘work in the meantime’. Belinsky 
ridiculed the Berlin plan as so much self-deceit. ‘Is he going to fly there through 
the air and live on air?’ he asked sarcastically, adding that if Michael was really 
serious he would ‘give lessons, take the candidate’s examination and then live, 
as Granovsky did, on a government stipend.’>+ 

But Bakunin had his own way of going about things. On 24 March he com- 
posed a Jong letter to his father which E.H. Carr has justly called ‘a cunningly 
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woven tissue of humility and independence, of sincerity and ingenuity.’ Con- 
fessing his past mistakes, but affirming that he had come to realize that he could 
no longer ‘shirk all social conditions with impunity’ but must earn his bread and 
become ‘an active member of the state’, he nevertheless declined his father’s 
wish that he take over the running of the family estate. He was simply not made 
for it, nor for a military or government career of ‘low rank without a university 
degree.’ 

Like the young Marx in his famous 1837 ‘letter of confession’ to his father, 
Bakunin dangled before his father the happy possibility of his attaining a pro- 
fessorship. And almost in a replica of the shortcut proposed by Marx when he 
had told his father about obtaining fast promotions in Westphalia, Bakunin 
tried to convince his father that the quickest and easiest way to obtain a univer- 
sity chair in Moscow was to study in Berlin. In Moscow, he argued, the candi- 
date’s examination alone (before the master’s degree) took 4 years and was 
‘most difficult and uncertain’. In Berlin, he had learned from ‘some young pro- 
fessors’, he could obtain a doctor’s degree in three years, after which the 
Russian doctorate would be a simple matter and his way smoothed to a profes- 
sorial chair. He clinched the argument by pointing out that the Russian govern- 
ment itself, ‘dissatisfied with our universities, sends professors abroad for their 
education; not one of the Russian universities can provide a classical, scientific 
education, for the attainment of which there remains to me only one single 
means — Berlin.’55 

Count Bakunin’s expectations of, and relations with, his son were of course 
different from those between the Marx father and son. But Michael’s tactics 
succeeded. What the two parents had in common was being resigned to the fact 
that they had lost control over their sons’ lives. Although Count Bakunin com- 
pared Michael to ‘another Don Quixote, in love with a new Dulcinea’ and for- 
getful of his ‘obligations’ as the eldest son, he was sufficiently mollified by his 
promise to reform his ways — to live frugally and avoid student ‘orgies’ and ‘the 
filthy swamp of sensual pleasure’ — to promise him part of the three-year 
annuity of 2,000 roubles which Michael had asked for, as long as the income 
from the estate permitted. 

Now that his dream was almost within reach, but his maintenance not yet 
fully assured, Bakunin the gambler and perennial borrower boldly approached 
Herzen on 20 April 1840 — less than three weeks after their first meeting — with 
a request for a loan of 5,000 roubles to help him attain ‘the human and only aim 
of my life’. 

Herzen, impressed by Bakunin’s personality, his arguments against the new 
reactionary stance adopted by Belinsky, and his dedicated quest for knowledge 
and self-perfection, not only advanced him 1,000 roubles but, enlisting Ogarev 
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into the scheme, undertook to supplement Count Bakunin’s annuity with any 
sums required to cover the financial cost of his planned three-year stay in 
Berlin. 

In a state of exaltation, Michael left Moscow before the end of May ona 
month’s farewell visit to his family at Premukhino. The ‘nobleman’s nest’ of his 
childhood was in full bloom. Everything was once again peace and family 
harmony. ‘It was a sad parting with father, sisters and even with dear mother, 
who has recently shown me in her own way that she loves me,’ he was to recall. 
‘God, how my heart was breaking when I said good-bye to Papa...’ Now that he 
was leaving, he strongly urged his brothers and sisters not to ‘forsake father, we 
are all obliged to repay him for all the suffering he has borne.” 


In the last week of June, he set out from Premukhino on the first stage of his 
journey. Tatyana, Alexandra and his 5 brothers drove with him as far as 
Kasitzino. There he parted from most of them, but Paul and Alexis continued 
with him to Torzhok. ‘The three of us’, he wrote later, ‘drove and cried as we 
went, and the thrush was singing in the bushes.’ After this emotional farewell, 
Michael rode on alone to St Petersburg, where he arrived on 26 June. He was in 
high spirits, and meant to visit Belinsky and make his peace with him before 
catching a steamer for Liibeck and Hamburg three days later. 

Yet on the night of 28-29 June, his last on Russian soil, he was to address a 
pathetic farewell to his siblings — ‘Do not forget me, love me, dear friends. I 
have no one else besides your little world’ — and to exhort brother Nicholas to 
‘cling closely and firmly to our little circle, and remember that no Belinskys or 
Botkins can ever replace it.’57 

Michael was leaving Russia under a cloud of scandal, with his whole world 
reduced to his original devotees, his siblings; none of his many friends and 
acquaintances, ‘savants, professors’ and would-be intellectuals who had flocked 
around him, bothered to see him off. One by one, he had antagonized them all ~ 
Belinsky, by his arrogance and superior air; Botkin, by his disloyalty to an old 
friend and benefactor; Granovsky, by opening his letters to Efremov; the Beyer 
sisters, by forgetting to invite them to Premukhino for goodbyes before they had 
left for their remote summer estate. And in the end, he managed to alienate 
even the good-natured ‘Nick’ Ogarey, by blurting out that at one of the soirées 
hosted by Ogarev he had surprised his wife, Marya Lvovna, in a compromising 
situation with Katkov. Ogarev was deeply hurt and all the more bitter as he had 
just contributed a sum to Herzen’s fund for Bakunin’s trip to Berlin. He not 
only refused any further support but called Bakunin a ‘reptile’. Ogarev was of 
course angry with Katkov, but wrote Herzen that Katkov, compared to 
Bakunin, ‘is what nobility is to baseness’. 
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No wonder that on his last night before embarking, Michael wrote that 
during his brief stay in St Petersburg he had ‘realized at last that the former 
circle of my supposed friends no longer exists’. The only people who took an 
interest in his departure and kept him company on his third and last day in St 
Petersburg were, curiously enough, his new acquaintances, Herzen and his wife 
Natalie. Whether Herzen’s financial generosity and friendliness towards Baku- 
nin were due to his not knowing him well enough or to finding in him an ally 
in his own quarrel with Belinsky, the fact that his friend Granovsky had a high 
opinion of Bakunin — calling him ‘a real talent for speculation... capable of 
achieving a great deal in science’ — may provide a further clue to Herzen’s trust- 
ing in what he later called Bakunin’s ‘revolutionary instinct’. 

It may have been instinct, but — unlike Herzen and Ogarev, who had been 
active young rebels and had suffered for it — Bakunin had yet to develop an 
interest in political and social questions, which he regarded as beneath his 
dignity. It is true that towards the end of 1839 he had written to his sisters that 
‘action, die Tat, is life’s only fulfilment’, and that Stankevich had drawn his 
attention from Berlin to the Polish Hegel student August von Cieszkowski, who 
in a radical interpretation of the master’s dialectic, had recently proclaimed®® 
that it was time for his disciples to move from aloof contemplative theory to an 
interventionist philosophy of action and ‘praxis’, i.e., to apply their knowledge 
of Reason and the Absolute in history to shaping the future reality of ‘life and 
social conditions’. 

But Bakunin was far from having become a Left Hegelian. He was a man in 
transition, caught up in inner conflicts and quarrels with the outside world. He 
had heard of Cieszkowski and Ludwig Feuerbach, but was totally unaware of 
the intellectual ferment in Germany as the increasingly radical Hegelian Left 
either sought to demolish Hegel as impossibly conservative for having concen- 
trated on past history and ignored the future, or subtly argued (as did Bruno 
Bauer, of the Berlin Doctors Club) that Hegel’s dialectic itself ultimately led to 
‘atheism, revolution, and republicanism’. 

Bakunin lusted desperately for action, so desperately that he had told his 
sisters that unless he went to Berlin he would go to seek ‘vital action and a vital 
dynamic existence’ with the military in the Caucasus. But this stemmed less 
from any idea of applying philosophy to life than from his feeling that he must 
get away from ‘debasement into philistinism’ and from such ‘vile trivia’ as ‘the 
vacuous strife with family and friends’. These, he had written Stankevich, had 
broken ‘the kind of abstract spiritual strength which is my only strength’. This 
self-assessment, borne out by all who knew him personally or by reputation — 
eg., Belinsky, who called him ‘this abstract hero’, or Granovsky, who wrote that 
‘in the sphere of active life, he can do nothing at all’, or Annenkov, who was to 
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remark, “The whole of life presented itself to him through the prism of abstrac- 
tion’ — may help to explain why Bakunin could not immediately pass from 
purely speculative thought to a philosophy of action. 

Herzen had yet to immerse himself in Hegel and to arrive at the discovery 
that his formula about the rational being real and all that is real is rational con- 
tained ‘the algebra of revolution’. All the ‘Hegelizing’ Moscow intellectuals had 
a problem in reconciling the working of the Absolute in history with the tsarist 
reality around them. While Belinsky temporarily accepted it (as he accepted his 
hemorrhoids) as part of the grit of existence and simply because he wanted ‘to 
live like everyone else’, Bakunin on the eve of his departure from Prussia had 
reached a dead end. 

On 18 June, 12 days before his departure, he had actually written to Stanke- 
vich — who was critically ill in Rome, where he had recently been joined by 
Bakunin’s sister Varvara and her son — to report that his soul was so ill ‘that not 
a single healthy spot remains in it’. But he had boundless energy. With his emo- 
tional needs and the conflict between his impotence and his wish to dominate 
temporarily sheltered in his inner bunker, Bakunin — his optimism bolstered by 
the success of his plan to put Russia and his past behind him — not only hoped 
to regain his ‘abstract spiritual strength’ but confidently expected to be reborn 
in Berlin.59 

He spent the night of 28-29 June writing farewell letters to Premukhino. He 
asked his ‘dear, fine, wise Tatyana’ never to ‘take away your love from me; it is 
more than necessary to me. Everything that in any way enters your life must be 
known to me.’ He wrote words of advice to each of his sisters and brothers, but 
was further to single out Tatyana by including in his first letter from German 
soil the following tell-tale quotation: ““The laws condemn the object of my 
love.” Taniusha, this refers to you. Dear, good girl, write me soon and love me 
as you have.”©° 

He finished writing at 6 a.m. on the morning of the 2gth. Addressing his 
final letter to the Beyer sisters, he apologized for not seeing them before leaving 
Russia and soothed their ruffled feelings by assuring them that ‘everything that 
enters into my life shall be known to you’, an inversion of the phrase he had just 
written to Tatyana.°" 

Later in the morning Herzen came to fetch him. They sailed together along 
the Neva to the port of Kronstadt. Michael embarked, but then a sudden gale 
forced the steamer back to shore. He refused to disembark, and the last Herzen 
saw of him was standing on deck, ‘his tall, strong figure wrapped in a black 
cloak and drenched by the rain.’ 

The steamer finally sailed out into the Baltic on 30 June 1840. Bakunin spent 
most of the stormy 5-day voyage ‘on deck... not taking my eyes off the grandiose 
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new vista.’ It brought back to his mind, he wrote, ‘Heine’s poems that so well 
express this stark yet profound northern beauty, and also Walter Scott’s Pirate. 
Everything is somehow sad, mournful, yet also grand, boundless, powerful’? — 
enough to lift his spirits and fill him with new faith in himself. 

After landing at Liibeck, he spent three days in Hamburg. Then, together 
with an army colonel he had met on the boat, he set out by coach on the 4-day 
journey to Berlin, where he arrived on 13 July, though by Prussia’s Western cal- 
endar the date was 25 July. 

Berlin, the fountainhead of Hegelian wisdom (which, until the new univer- 
sity year began, he was to study for a start in private lessons with Professor Karl 
Werder), was indeed to cure the illness in his soul, which reflected nothing but 
the philosophical dead end he had reached with his speculative mental acrobat- 
ics. He was fed up with the futile polemics and theorizing in Russia, and ‘on 
closer acquaintance with metaphysics’ he became — as he was later to write 
when describing his initial period in Germany in his famous Confession to the 
Tsar — convinced of the triviality of all metaphysics. ‘I sought life in them, but 
found merely death and boredom; I sought deeds, but found absolute inac- 
tion.”3 

Indeed, his first impression of the Germans was that they were philistines 
and that their hair-splitting intellectuals all suffered from ‘the prevailing philos- 
ophy disease’. Nor was his cure quick. But once he discovered the Hegelian 
Left’s application of Hegel’s dialectics to politics and its increasingly radical 
talk of the Worid Spirit and History relentlessly, mercilessly and inevitably 
moving to tear down and sweep away the old world — its social order, dogmas, 
institutions and whole ‘system’ — in order to create a new one of increasingly 
rational men controlling their own destinies, he had an illumination. In the 
Young Hegelian talk of crises, catastrophes and cataclysms being merely step- 
ping-stones in the progress of humanity, he found a power and an inspiration 
that perfectly clicked with his own credo that ‘everything that is only external 
must be destroyed’. 

He was 26 when he arrived in the Prussian capital in 1840 and, as it had done 
for Marx in 1836, Berlin opened up a new world to him. He was soon to over- 
take not only his former friends stuck in the mire of Russian reality but also the 
radical Hegelian Left in Germany, and to announce publicly a theory of action 
all his own — ‘revolution, our common bride’. 

And so he was at last to find his vocation, his ‘holy mission’. Transferring his 
self-centred fantasies, his self-confessed love for the fantastic, for unusual, 
unheard-of adventures, for undertakings that open up a boundless horizon and 
whose end no one can foresee to the field of ‘political and social action’, helped 
him to sublimate and overcome his emotional problem and the resulting inner 
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coldness which set him apart, making Belinsky, Granovsky and many others 
after them remark that he loved ideas, but not people. In the common cause of 
revolution to demolish the existing order and make room for a better society, he 
was ultimately to find an outlet for his passion to destroy, fulfilment for his 
abstract love of humanity as well as the long-sought ‘living link with the univer- 
sal’. Instead of his becoming a great philosopher, his leonine temper and per- 
sonal magnetism, his intellect, eloquence and capacity for intrigue, would all be 
devoted to his career as an all-European rebel and conspirator, the incendiary 
prophet of world-wide Anarchism in its many forms and Marx’s future oppo- 
nent in the First International. 


Nicholas Stankevich never lived to see the letter of 18 June 1840 in which 
Bakunin announced his imminent arrival in Berlin. On his way from Rome to 
Como in the company of Varvara Bakunin and her little son, Stankevich had 
died in her arms on the 12th at Novi Ligure, a village on the road between 
Genoa and Milan. 

Shortly before he succumbed to tuberculosis at 27, mourned by all the young 
Russian intelligentsia whom he had introduced to Goethe, Schiller and the 
wonders of German philosophy from Schelling and Kant to Fichte and Hegel — 
and to be particularly revered by both Bakunin and Belinsky for his ‘saintliness’ 
and superior moral character — Stankevich had likewise been about to make the 
transition to ‘real life’. In his last letter to Bakunin, written in May, he had 
remarked, à propos the radical interpretation of Hegel in Germany, that ‘the 
Idea is the life of the Absolute; as soon as we have reached the Idea, we no 
longer need science.’ But ‘from the Idea we can build life, and there the Idea 
inevitably becomes action.” 

Alexander Herzen, having watched the Moscow ‘circle’ split over Hegel, 
began to study him in earnest and reached the conclusion that ‘if the existing 
social order is justified by reason, the struggle against it, if only it exists, is also 
justified."°5 At summer’s end in 1840, at his father’s insistence, Herzen took a 
job in one of the ministries and moved to St Petersburg. Belinsky was there, but 
Herzen was in no mood to see the man who, instead of preaching ‘conflict’, 
argued in favour of a contemplative, Buddhist-type reconciliation with the 
authoritarian reality. In the end, however, the two were persuaded to meet. 

‘Do you know’, Herzen recalled telling him, ‘that from your point of view 
you can prove that the monstrous tyranny under which we live is rational and 
ought to exist?” 

Belinsky, who had recently realized that he had fallen into one of Hegel’s 
logical traps and suffered great moral pangs over it, thanked him for bringing 
up the subject, ‘otherwise I should not have known how to begin.’ By October 


631 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


he was writing to Botkin: ‘May my putrid urge towards reconciliation with 
reality be damned! Long live the poet Schiller, noble advocate of humanity.’ 
Courageously denouncing his own recent writings as ‘revolting nonsense’, he 
declared to Botkin in the same and subsequent letters that he would never make 
his peace with the ‘vile’ reality prevailing in Russia. As for Hegel’s World Spirit 
and the historic process, he wrote that even if he attained to the highest rung of 
human development envisaged by Hegel, 


I should still have to ask him to account for all the victims of life and 
history, all the victims of accident and superstition, of the Inquisi- 
tion and Philip II, and so on and so forth... Reality is an execu- 
tioner... All Hegel’s talk about morality is utter nonsense, since in the 
objective realm of thought there is no morality... The fate of the 
individual, of the personality, is more important than the fate of the 
whole universe and the health of the Chinese emperor, the Hegelian 
Allgemeinheit.°7 


Once Belinsky had reached this turning-point, he never looked back. He began 
to read histories of the French Revolution. Without moving from St Peters- 
burg, he discovered ‘a new world’ in the speeches of Robespierre and Saint-Just 
— what was needed, he wrote, was their ‘two-edged sword of word and deed’. 
Attacking the horrible spectacle presented by Russia under Nicholas I, 


of a land where men buy and sell other men without even the cant of 
the Americans, who say that Blacks are not men... a country where 
there are no guarantees of personal liberty, honour, or property, but 
where... the government is well aware of what the landlords do to 
their peasants and how many landlords have their throats cut by their 


serfs every year, 68 


he became the sharpest critic of the tsarist tyranny. 

In 1848, a few months before the workers’ rising in Paris, Belinsky, in search 
of treatment for his advanced tuberculosis, was for a short while reunited in 
that city with Herzen and Bakunin. But he returned to St Petersburg, where he 
died soon afterwards at the age of 27. 
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Heine’s Warning about Communism and the Struggle 
against the King of Prussia 


In France the ‘extraordinary decade’ may be said to have started in May 1839 
with the insurrection of the Société des Saisons, led by Auguste Blanqui. Sen- 
tenced to two years in prison in August 1836 for the conspiracy of the Society 
of Families and the ‘gunpowder plot’, Blanqui had been released 14 months 
later under a general amnesty of political prisoners. 

The Society of ‘the Seasons’, like that of the ‘Families’ before it, was a clan- 
destine offshoot of the original Société des Droits de Homme, whose broken- 
up remnants had gone underground after the prohibition of unauthorized 
associations of more than 20 people. The pyramidal structure of the Society of 
the Seasons, starting at the base formed by small cells of 7 members — each 
known as the Week, while its head was identified as Sunday — has been desc- 
ribed as follows: 


A Month had four Weeks or twenty-eight members, twenty-nine 
with the leader, July. Three Months made up a Season, which, with 
the top man, Spring, added up to eighty-eight members. The highest 
division, a Year, had four Seasons totalling three hundred and fifty- 
three men, including a responsible revolutionary agent. The blue- 
print called for three Years, or more than a thousand members. At 
the summit was a triumvirate, consisting of Blanqui, Barbés and 
Bernard. The first of the three was commander in chief... The arrest 
of a Week, even a Month, would not disable the entire organization. 
Only those at the top knew what went on below them." 


Blanqui, the former parliamentary correspondent of Le Globe, was one of the 
few educated young men who sought contact with ‘the people’, believing in its 
ability, if guided by an élite, to take its fate in its hands. Although Paris was out 
of bounds to Blanqui under the terms of the amnesty, he had secretly entered 
the capital and explored several strategic objectives to be attacked by the insur- 
rection. But he had hardly had time to organize mass support. Still, with 
France in the throes of a seemingly endless government crisis since January 
1839 — when her political parties, though divided between themselves, had 
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formed a coalition to bring down the ‘personal government’ exercised by King 
Louis-Philippe through his chief Minister, Molé — he persuaded his two lieu- 
tenants, Armand Barbés and Martin Bernard, that the time was ripe for action. 
Elections held in March had failed to give Molé a majority, and 6 attempts to 
form a government had since come to nothing, chiefly because Thiers and 
Guizot refused to serve under one another. By May, the political haggling and 
uncertainty had caused an economic slump. Blanqui, counting on the growing 
ranks of the unemployed, decided to strike. 

On 12 May 1839 some 600 of the altogether goo-strong ‘Seasons’, rein- 
forced by a number of German and other foreign workers, barricaded several 
streets and bridges, and not only seized the Palais de Justice and the Hôtel de 
Ville, but proclaimed a provisional revolutionary government. With Blanqui at 
its head, it was to include the two other members of his troika; but the list read 
out from the balcony of the Hôtel de Ville also included the names of Voyer 
d’Argenson and Laponneraye, the founders of the Société des Droits de 
YHomme, as well as the Abbé de Lamennais. Both the abbé and d’Argenson 
denied any involvement or connection, while Laponneraye was actually in 
prison at the time. 

The insurrection was put down by the National Guard on the afternoon of 
the following day — not before 100 people, including 30 soldiers, had been killed 
— but the occupation of the Hôtel de Ville and the very thought that, had 
Blanqui’s men seized the Préfecture de Police and the area of Les Halles (as he 
seems to have planned), they would have cut off the capital’s food supply, was 
enough to make the King exclaim: ‘We are in troubled waters.’ 

Even so, the insurgents had proclaimed a republic from the balcony of the 
Hotel de Ville, and the King feared the psychological effect both at home and 
abroad. Metternich, watching the manoeuvres of France’s bourgeois politicians 
to wrest some of the power from the King in the name of representative gov- 
ernment, had indeed remarked with no little Schadenfreude: ‘France is back in 
1830” (the year of the July Revolution). At home, discontent was such that 
Alphonse de Lamartine reminded the Chamber of Deputies that Louis- 
Philippe’s government, ‘born of the people, should belong to the people’, and 
accused it of ignoring the masses. Paris had indeed begun to bulge at the seams 
with industrial slums, where low-paid or unemployed ouvriers and journeymen 
— who earned on average 1 franc and 38 centimes a day when they worked — 
lived in rat-infested alleys swarming with drunken men and sluttish women, 
criminals and diseased or errant children. 

Blanqui’s insurrection had failed because these depressed people were apa- 
thetic, but Lamartine, remarking (albeit in a different context) that France was 
‘bored’ with a government that lacked any central or directing idea, warned that 
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‘the boredom of people finally leads to upheaval and ruin’. The immediate 
upshot of the insurrection of the ‘Seasons’ was that the frightened coalition of 
political factions, which had seen victory within reach, stopped their bickering 
and helplessly watched Louis-Philippe appoint another ‘personal’ government 
under Marshal Soult. Both Thiers and Guizot were excluded, and the King 
seemed once more in full control. 

Blanqui had managed to escape but was captured in October. On 31 January 
1840 he was sentenced to death by the Court of Peers. The following day 
Louis-Philippe commuted the sentence to life imprisonment, as he had the 
death sentence pronounced on Barbés in a separate trial. On 4 February, 
Blanqui was transferred to a dungeon in Mont Saint-Michel, which was then 
and for many years later inaccessible except at low tide. 


That February Heine resumed writing articles on a regular basis for the presti- 
gious Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung on his favourite subject, ‘the great issues of 
European life’. Relieved of financial worries by the annuity he had obtained 
from his uncle, and with the newspaper paying him the highest fee it had ever 
offered to a columnist, he emerged from his last two frustrating years of self- 
styled ‘inner desolation’. There was a concomitant improvement in his health 
and at the age of 42 he felt rejuvenated. 

By now he had achieved a European reputation. He was read in Germany 
and France; various of his ballads, poems and songs were appearing in English 
in London; in Moscow, ‘Nick’ Ogarev, having already published translations of 
Heine in Belinsky’s now defunct Observer, was issuing a volume of his ‘Songs 
and Poems’. Since January, in addition to his usual social activity among the 
rich and famous, he was seeing from time to time a starving young composer, 
Richard Wagner, who, having recently arrived in Paris, had set a French transla- 
tion of Heine’s ‘Die Grenadiere’ to music and paid 50 francs to have it printed, 
in the hope of earning a fortune with it. 

More important, Robert Schumann was sending Heine his music to the orig- 
inal German ‘Die Grenadiere’ and a whole cycle of his poems, Romances and 
Ballads. And Charles Hallé, the German-born British conductor and pianist, 
had recently brought him Felix Mendelssohn’s book of songs, opening with 
the setting of Heine’s ‘On Wings of Song’ (Auf Fliigeln des Gesanges). 
Mendelssohn and Schumann thus joined Schubert, Liszt and Brahms, to 
mention only a few of the great composers inspired by Heine’s poems. 

Heine appeared never to have been in such ‘robust health’, to look so ‘hand- 
some and winning... with no indication of the sufferings that were to be his later 
on’ — as recorded, respectively, by Lord Houghton (R. Monckton Milnes) and 
Charles Hallé — or to shine so brilliantly in society as at the beginning of the 


635 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


1840s. His unruly dark-blond locks, roguish expression, blinking short-sighted 
eyes and ‘tight lips à la Voltaire’ struck some as giving him a ‘satyr-like’ appear- 
ance, while the British theatrical agent John Mitchell, meeting him in 1840, 
described him simply as ‘round, ruddy, smiling sardonically’ and ready at any 
moment to say ‘something very wicked or very witty, or both.” 

Indeed, his every quip, joli mot, flash of irony or sarcastic sally was reported, 
passed on and immortalized in diaries, letters or memoirs — whether George 
Sand recording his ‘devilish clever hit’ in calling Alfred de Musset ‘a young 
man with a great past’ or Varnhagen von Ense the epigram in which he polished 
off both the composer Jacques Halévy and his brother Léon by saying of this 
professor of French literature: ‘He’s as dull as if his brother had composed 
him.’ 

When Balzac’s drama Vautrin closed in March 1840 after the first night, 
Heine, who had warned his friend against his venture into playwriting, vented 
his anger at the newspaper critics — who, ‘often echoing the claque, turned 
worse plays into a success’ — for savaging a genius like Balzac. ‘They remind me 
of a pack of eunuchs’, was his sardonic comment, ‘laughing at the father of a 
hunchbacked child.”3 

In his Fantaistes de Claudine, Balzac was to quote Heine’s ‘superb definition 
of love as perhaps the “secret malady of the heart”, and later to dedicate to him 
his story ‘Un Prince de la Bohéme’, so that future readers ‘should by the union 
of our names know of the intellectual sympathies uniting us.’+ 

In January 1840 Heine, deciding that Mathilde, though 25 years old, was still 
as deficient in matters of social etiquette as she was in geography, history and 
literature, had once again placed her en pension at Mme Darte’s finishing school 
for girls. This freed him to put the finishing touches to his Ludwig Borne. A 
Memorial, little dreaming that his ferocious assault on the late ‘ultra’-radical 
hero of the German Jacobins in Paris would be greeted with cries of ‘sacrilege’ 
not only by his followers but by most liberal opinion in Germany. 

Heine had written most of the book during the second half of 1839. Laube, 
who read the manuscript before Heine sent it off in February 1840 for publica- 
tion in Germany, did his best to persuade him to tone down the virulence of his 
attack on Borne. Heine, however, fended off Laube’s arguments for moderation 
with the remark, ‘But isn’t it beautifully written?’ and throughout the storm 
that followed he was to stand by his right to affirm the superiority of his 
world-view over that of his late adversary. 

Ludwig Borne, among its many gems and riches, contained a couple of pages 
in which Heine — challenging Bérne’s venomous treatment of the House of 
Rothschild, which he had attacked as ‘bankers of kings’ and upholders of the 
Holy Alliance — portrayed ‘these Rothschilds’ to the contrary as the great 
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democratic ‘levellers’ of the age. The head of the Paris house, especially, Baron 
James de Rothschild, ‘this Nero of finance, who from his golden palace in the 
rue Laffitte reigns as absolute emperor over the Stock Exchanges of the world, 
is, like his predecessor the Roman Nero, ultimately a powerful destroyer of 
patrician privileges and the founder of a new democracy.’5 

One of the issues between Borne and Heine had been the question of politi- 
cal or social revolution. Contrary to Borne, who thought the situation in 
Germany so inflammable that he expected ‘the smoke of indignation’ to burst 
into the flames of revolution any moment, Heine did not believe that Germany 
was at all ripe for revolution. At best, if it happened at all, it might end in the 
same kind of dull bourgeois philistinism now prevailing in France under Louis- 
Philippe. With his Saint-Simonist faith in reason and progress, he held on to 
the more far-reaching vision of the total social emancipation of man from 
poverty, religious doctrine and every kind of oppression, believing it had a 
better chance of achieving political changes as well. 

Heine pointed out that if Richelieu had abolished the sovereignty of the 
feudal nobility, and Robespierre had simply cut off its heads, the land remained. 
It fell into the hands of new estate-owners who had continued the aristocratic 
pretensions of their predecessors under a different name until Rothschild arri- 
ved on the scene and ‘destroyed the supremacy of landed property’, converting 
it and its income into money which carried ‘the privileges previously attached 
to land.’ Rothschild had, of course, in this way created a new aristocracy of 
money, but money — ‘more liquid than water, airier than air’ — was transitory: 
‘Soon got, soon gone.’ The money aristocracy, in short, could never do such 
‘lasting harm as that which had been rooted in the soil.’ 

Heine not only managed to present James de Rothschild ‘from three con- 
verging points of view’, including ‘Rothschild’s alleged self-estimate as a man 
who has advanced civilization’, and his own perspective of him as against 
Borne’s;7 he did something more. Within a year of his move from stagnant 
Prussia to the bustling political, social and artistic scene in Paris, Heine had 
observed in 1832 that ‘the creators of a new world’ were ‘merrily busy’ conceiv- 
ing a new society and a new life. When propounding now in 1840 through the 
mouth of Rothschild the requirements for outstanding men in a ‘new order’, he 
may not have had in mind the alliance between German philosophy and French 
politics that Moses Hess and Karl Marx would be seeking in a few years in 
Paris. 

Hess had sent him his Holy History of Mankind together with an adulatory 
letter, which Heine never bothered to answer. As for Engels, Bakunin and Fer- 
dinand Lassalle, budding ‘social authorities’ who were later to converge on 
Paris, he had not even heard of them. Yet he was setting the agenda for the new 
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decade — unwittingly because all prophecy is necessarily vague; and wittingly 
because he kept his ear to the ground. Within weeks of finishing Ludwig Bérne, 
he was exploring the industrial plants and ateliers of the Faubourg Saint- 
Marceau, where he discovered rumblings of ‘Communism’ among the workers 
of Paris at a time when Marx was still studying at Berlin University. 


Heinrich Laube had personally experienced Prussia’s treatment of dissidents, 
both during the persecution of the Burschenschaft students in the early 1830s — 
when he had been held in solitary confinement, without being charged, for the 
better part of g months — and as one of the Young Germany writers arrested 
and prosecuted at the end of 1835. Sentenced in 1837 to 6 years in a fortress, 
he had been saved from this fate by Prince Piickler-Muskau’s using his influ- 
ence to have the sentence commuted to 18 months’ ‘house arrest’, which 
Laube spent in the greatest comfort on the estate of this liberal and eccentric 
prince. 

A talented and prolific writer and dramatist, Laube — who was later to serve 
for many years with distinction as the director of Vienna’s Burgtheater — 
shared Heine’s Saint-Simonist ideas from the 1830s. The Heine~Laube friend- 
ship was one of the most enduring. Surviving occasional disagreements, it 
lasted for altogether more than 20 years until Heime’s death. Laube, who had 
arrived in Paris with his wife in May 1839, was eager to meet and gather mater- 
ial on France’s literary celebrities for the benefit of the readers of the Journal 
for the Elegant World in Germany. Heine, however, who for all his lofty poet’s 
detachment loved to explore the soul of a people through its folklore, advised 
him first to tour the French provinces and to talk with fishermen, tradesmen 
and midinettes. But Laube saw much of Heine on his return to Paris in the 
autumn, and in his letters and later memoirs he left — besides many insights 
into Heine’s personality — a record of his intense social life in the winter of 
1839-40. 

In a matter of 6 weeks or so, Heine took Laube to visit Victor Hugo at the 
Port-Royal; to make a surprise call in the afternoon on George Sand, who 
received them informally in a brown peignoir, patted Heine familiarly and con- 
versed with them in her coffee-coloured boudoir or ‘little salon’ in the rue 
Pigalle, rolling small cigarettes which she offered round on the flat of her palm 
while Chopin prepared coffee; to a soirée, for which Heine dressed up in a red- 
brown velvet jacket with white tie, at the house of the marquis de Custine in the 
rue de la Rochefoucauld. There Laube listened to Heine bantering with Balzac, 
and made the acquaintance, among others, of Alfred de Lamartine. There fol- 
lowed several evenings at the theatre, a dinner with Meyerbeer, and a visit to the 
house of Alfred de Vigny, the retiring philosopher-poet who, since his rupture 
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with the actress Marie Dorval — and in spite of the success of his Servitude et 
grandeur militaires — lived in even greater solitude than that ‘to which genius 
condemns one’. During the same 6 weeks, Heine also introduced Laube to the 
Abbé de Lamennais, the defrocked priest and social philosopher whose latest 
book, De l'esclavage moderne, had been written in prison; to Emile de Girardin, 
the rising newspaper baron and founder of La Presse, whose wife Delphine now 
eclipsed her mother (Sophie Gay) as a hostess, besides being the pseudonymous 
author of a widely read series of Lettres parisiennes; to Jules Janin, the famous 
feuilletoniste; to the critic Henri Blaise de Bury, and to other literary lions and 
artistic celebrities. 

France’s intellectual leaders, Laube noted, normally gave little time and 
attention to foreigners. By contrast, ‘the most secluded doors’ opened to Heine 
and ‘George Sand, Balzac, de Vigny, Victor Hugo, Janin and all the rest of the 
literary notables treated him as their peer.’? 

Laube left Paris on 4 February. Heine had mailed the manuscript of Ludwig 
Borne to Campe in Germany on the rst. To his dismay Campe was not enthusi- 
astic. It was only after Heine engaged in a prolonged campaign of salesmanship 
and on 18 April sent Campe a new manuscript of the book — including the 
section titled ‘Letters from Helgoland’ that the publisher agreed to produce the 
volume that was to become famous not only in the field of literary polemics but 
in the history of German political literature in general. 

On the 1st of March, a new government crisis in France had ended with the 
appointment of Thiers as Prime Minister. As Mathilde was still en pension at 
Mme Darte’s school, Heine continued to visit her on Sundays. But he was also, 
as he wrote on 24 March, now seeing George Sand every day, reporting to the 
Allgemeine Zeitung on the chances of the new government, working on the new 
section of his Bérne book, asking Campe for a 2,500 francs advance, selling him 
a fourth sequel to his Salon, and making an indirect approach to Uncle Salo- 
mon to pay him his quarterly annuity in a lump sum for several years in adv- 
ance. 

It was in the midst of these activities, between attending the tumultuous pre- 
miere of Balzac’s Vautrin and then joining ‘everyone distinguished by rank, 
birth, talent, vice or riches’ at the opening night of George Sand’s Cosima, that 
Heine took time off in mid-April to visit the workers of the Faubourg Saint- 
Marceau. On 30 April — having in an earlier article described Thiers as a states- 
man whose ‘understanding of material interests exceeds that which he brings to 
social institutions’ — he was sending to the Allgemeine Zeitung his report on the 
angry mood and the inflammatory literature he found in the industrial work- 
shops of Paris: ‘I found there the speeches of old Robespierre, also the pam- 
phlets of Marat, circulating in several new editions, at two sous a copy; Cabet’s 
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History of the Revolution; Cormenin’s poisonous leaflets; Buonarroti on the doc- 
trine of Babeuf and his conspiracy, all writings smelling of blood...’!° 
His visit to the workers’ quarter left an indelible impression on him: 


The songs I heard there seemed to have been composed in hell and 
the refrains rang with furious anger. The demonic tones making up 
those songs can hardly be imagined in our delicate spheres, until 
heard with one’s own ears in the huge metal workshops where half- 
naked figures illumined by angry sparks from the forge sing them 
with a sulky, defiant air, beating the time with their iron hammers: 
the boom of the anvil makes for a most effective accompaniment to 


the scene of passion and flames. '' 


‘Dying of hunger, dying of cold, the people robbed of rights’ and ‘eating iron’ 
while idle profiteers ‘glut themselves with gold’, was the burden of a song made 
popular by the followers of Babeuf in the days of privation and political disap- 
pointment during the last gasps of the Revolution. It is not known what songs 
Heine heard in 1840, but with corruption rampant under Louis-Philippe and 
gold once again the dominant society value, the workers in their smocks and 
caps and the frock-coated, top-hatted gentlemen of the bourgeoisie faced each 
other like two hostile camps. 

While the workers were angry and resentful, the bourgeoisie ~ which inc- 
luded middle-class elements, and not only Stock Exchange speculators collect- 
ing treasures and country houses and otherwise trying to ape the life, leisure 
and material luxuries of the aristocracy they had replaced — lived in growing 
fear of ‘the barbarians’ crowding the industrial suburbs of Saint-Marceau and 
the Faubourg Saint-Antoine. These filthy, unruly, and often lawless quarters, 
where even the police did not always dare show their faces, teemed with hordes 
of lost or abandoned children. In 1840, 130,000 errant children were reportedly 
‘found’ in Paris, more than 10 percent of a total population which was slightly 
less than one million. 

Blanqui, who, after his release from Mont Saint-Michel upon the fall of 
Louis-Philippe, was to stage more conspiracies — and to spend altogether 34 
years, or half his life, in prison, besides ro years in exile — had been fortified 
by his carbonaro experiences in the belief that violent revolution alone could 
effectively change the situation. Nothing is known of any direct contact 
between him and the ageing Buonarroti, who had died in 1837. But he knew 
Voyer d’Argenson, the founder of the neo-Babouvist Société des Droits de 
Homme, of which Buonarroti had been the grey eminence. Blanqui himself, 
during the 1839 investigation of ‘the Seasons’ and later, denied ever taking his 
inspiration from Babouvism. 
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Though he claimed originality for his philosophy of ‘action, not thought’, 
his career in and out of jail made him appear in the eyes of many as the practi- 
cal, if not nominal, inheritor of the conspiratorial tradition personified by 
Buonarroti to the end of his life and transmitted in his writings. Involuntarily, 
Blanqui came to be seen as a link with the ‘neo-Babouvist’ idea of armed revo- 
lution by a minority, on the lines, if not on the model, attempted by Babeuf and 
Buonarroti in 1796. 

Alexander Herzen, reading the draft laws and police decrees prepared by 
Babeuf, was to be shocked into remarking that they seemed to have been con- 
ceived by a despotic tsar of Russia and ‘not by the first French Socialist’. For these 
decrees — believed to have been written wholly or in part by Buonarroti — showed 
that the republic they contemplated was not only to be a dictatorship, temporary 
or otherwise, but that they had plans ready to ‘relocate’ part of the population in 
communal villages. In addition they meant to classify citizens according to their 
‘usefulness to the fatherland’, with those not fitting certain fixed criteria to be 
stripped of political rights and liable to be sent to ‘correction’ camps. 

Herzen’s horror notwithstanding, Babeuf’s plan for a proletarian coup d'état 
and the tenets of the Babouvist doctrine for establishing an egalitarian society, 
as expounded by Buonarroti along with the strategy of minority rule imposed 
by force, were to provide an object-lesson that later social thinkers had to relate 
to in one way or another, and that was not lost on the doctors of revolution from 
Marx to Lenin. Thus the 1796 ‘Conspiracy of the Equals’ was to achieve a sig- 
nificance far beyond its import at the time when Babeuf and Buonarroti plotted 
and staged the last episode of the French Revolution. 


In 1840 Europe had gone through the war fever of the ‘Oriental crisis’, which 
was precipitated by the threat — for the second time in 10 years — of Mehmet Ali, 
the rebellious Viceroy and Pasha of Egypt, to overrun Constantinople and seize 
control of the Dardanelles. His first threat had been averted by the landing of 
15,000 Russian troops on the shores of the Bosphorus. For that service rendered 
to Sultan Mahmud II at his request, Tsar Nicholas I had in 1833 obtained a 
‘friendship treaty’ which opened the Dardanelles to his warships in times of 
crisis, while closing them to his enemies. By the spring of 1840, when Mehmet 
Ali held Syria and was poised to march again — and France under the bellicose 
Thiers was only too willing to back him and to extend its influence in the Orient 
— British statesmen were horrified at the prospect of this adventurer splitting the 
Turkish empire and severing the route to India. To make matters worse, 
Mahmud II had died and been succeeded by the 17-year-old Abdul Medjid. The 
very thought of this boy-Sultan’s being tempted to invite the Russians back 
again to Constantinople — enabling them to pluck the ‘stone in the Turkish 
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diamond ring’ without much effort — was enough to alarm most of Europe, 
though not the French. 

This crisis had just come on the boil in February 1840 when the notorious 
Damascus Affair occurred. Following the disappearance of a Capuchin friar 
and his Moslem servant, the Capuchins charged the Jewish community of 
Damascus with ritual murder. Two of its notables were tortured to death, a 
third converted to Islam; a barber signed a false confession, but as the Chief 
Rabbi and others neither broke down nor admitted to having bottled and dis- 
tributed the friar’s blood for Passover, some 60 Jewish children were seized in 
order to extract confessions from their mothers. It was some time before the 
scandalous news reached Europe that the French Consul in Damascus, Count 
Ratti-Menton, abusing his formal status as protector of the ‘Latin’ Christians, 
had not only actively helped to foment the charges but had personally, together 
with the local Turkish governor, supervised the inquisitorial investigation. 

In the face of British protests, the French government, eager to maintain its 
interests in the Near East, stood by its Consul. Ironically, it was the Consul of 
reactionary Austria in Alexandria, Von Laurin, who produced evidence expos- 
ing Ratti-Menton’s shocking role before world opinion; after that the increas- 
ingly revolting revelations were to occupy Europe’s press and parliaments ~ 
where they existed — all through the summer of 1840. 

In Paris, Heine, the ‘subliminal’ Jew and champion of human rights, who, 
when asked by Laube in a different connection why he always seemed to bristle 
with suspicion of some evil plot in the air, had answered him in a half-jesting 
but grim tone, ‘My skin comes from Palestine and has been tanned by Chris- 
tians for 1800 years! The baptismal water has done nothing to improve it’,'? felt 
personally affected by the issues raised by the ‘affair’. On 7 May, having 
obtained the Austrian Consul’s full report — of which the French papers had so 
far given only a partial account — he sent it to the Augsburg Allgemeine Zeitung, 
together with an article in which he accused Count Ratti-Menton of having 
‘distributed to the mob in Damascus’ a paper recalling the type of medieval 
horror story that ‘witches, werewolves and Jews need the blood of pious Christ- 
ian children for their Satan worship’, which in Europe had become the stuff of 
legend and fiction. Drawing attention to the nefarious consequences of infect- 
ing the naive but fanatical population of the Orient — who anyway regarded 
both Christians and Jews as no better than dogs — with the bacillus of old super- 
stitions, Heine warned that “Today they are killing Jews. Tomorrow the mob, 
drunk with blood, will attack Christians’,'3 a prophecy which was to be fulfilled 
in 1860, when the Druses staged a massacre of Christians in Syria. 

By May, Von Laurin had managed to persuade Mehmet Ali in Alexandria to 
stop the torture of the imprisoned Damascus Jews. At the same time Britain, 
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Austria herself and Prussia — acting behind France’s back — were secretly trying 
to bring the Tsar into a ‘Quadruple Alliance’ aimed at putting an end to 
Mehmet’s designs on Constantinople by forcing him out of Syria. In London, 
Lord Palmerston, who was the chief architect of this coalition, condemned the 
Damascus ‘blood libel’ and the Lord Mayor voiced a Christian gathering’s 
shock at the ignorance and hypocrisy still prevailing ‘in our enlightened age’. 

In Paris, however, Thiers — having sent a vice-consul to Damascus to 
conduct a mock investigation of the Consul — continued to protect Count Ratti- 
Menton. The French Premier thought that an Anglo-Russian alliance was 
something not only unlikely but ‘unnatural’. Convinced that Mehmet Ali, who 
now commanded the Turkish fleet — which had long since surrendered to him 
in Alexandria — was too strong to be dislodged from Syria, and bedazzled by the 
idea that this powerful ally would help to restore France to her one-time posi- 
tion as the main Christian power in the Levant, Thiers was ready to risk war for 
this chance, against the alternative of abandoning an important client. This led 
him, in answer to questions in the Chamber of Deputies, to dismiss the Damas- 
cus affair by suggesting that the Oriental Jews were religious fanatics, implying 
that Ratti-Menton’s actions were possibly not entirely unjustified. In spite of 
Heine’s friendly relations with Thiers, this was too much for him to swallow. 

“The answer of Monsieur Thiers was a masterpiece of perfidy,’ he wrote in 
the 3 June issue of the Allgemeine Zeitung. ‘To hear him talk, one might have 
thought that the Jews’ favourite dish is Capuchin meat.’ Heine was capable of 
caricaturing Jews, especially baptized ones, as mercilessly as bigoted Christians. 
His Ludwig Bérne, which was now in the press in Germany, contained a fic- 
tional scene in which he and Borne, walking through Frankfurt’s ghetto, had 
once discussed the question whether one could ‘turn lice into fleas’ by pouring 
baptismal water on them. As if forgetful of the fact that they were themselves 
‘ both baptized, he had Bérne expatiate on the ridiculous sight of ‘old lice origi- 
nating in Egypt in one of the plagues that visited Pharaoh suddenly imagining 
they have become fleas and starting to jump about in Christian fashion’, only to 
catch himself suddenly and interrupt Bérne with great humour by remarking: 
‘In the house of the hanged man one should not speak of the rope.’'+ 

But the Damascus blood libel reawakened in him ‘the great Jewish sorrow’ 
(der grosse Judenschmerz) which in 1824, the year before his own baptism, had 
made him start writing The Rabbi of Bacherach. That historical novel, of which 
Heine had never finished more than a couple of chapters, opened with the 
1sth-century rabbi and his family assembled on Passover in the festively deco- 
rated hall of his house. As he breaks the unleavened bread and begins to recite 
the Haggadah tale of the Exodus — ‘This is the bread of afliction which our 
ancestors ate in the land of Egypt; let all who are hungry enter and eat’ — two 
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tall, muffled strangers posing as Jewish travellers are admitted and welcomed. 
In the midst of the joyful recital of the miracles of the Exodus the rabbi’s face 
pales with horror as he notices the dead body of an infant — smuggled in by one 
of the two strangers in the folds of his wide robe — lying under the table. Recov- 
ering, he goes on singing and pouring out wine as if nothing had happened. But 
when a silver basin is brought in for the guests to wash their hands before the 
meal is to begin, he takes advantage of the interruption to motion his wife to the 
door and flees with her through the night all the way to a rock overlooking the 
Rhine. There he explains to the beautiful Sarah that his happening to look 
beneath the table-cloth had saved them from an attempt to charge him with 
ritual murder. 

Heine had done a fair amount of research before beginning The Rabbi of 
Bacherach. A massacre of Jews had taken place in the town of Bacharach — its 
real name — in 1283, but Heine’s story, although set in the 15th century, was 
based on a blood libel followed by a pogrom which had occurred in 1287 in the 
neighbouring town of Oberwesel. 

Heine’s reaction to the new ‘blood libel’ in Damascus was twofold. Although 
he had lost some of the original notes for The Rabbi of Bacherach, he now 
resumed work on it and informed Campe that he would soon have a ‘topical’ if 
fragmentary novel ready for him. At the same time, with the passionate pam- 
phleteering zeal of a Zola, he continued his campaign in the Allgemeine Zeitung. 
In article after article," dealing with every side of the issue, he made it clear 
that what was at stake concerned not this or that people but mankind — an end 
to ‘the use of torture once and for all’ in the Orient as in the West — and went on 
citing the strict dietary laws of the ‘priestly folk of Israel’, unmasking more of 
Ratti-Menton’s machinations, and denouncing the indifference of the French 
press (‘Is this France, home of enlightenment, of Voltaire and Rousseau?”), as 
well as the cowardice of some of France’s leading assimilated Jews, who 
remained conspicuously silent to avoid any suspicion of double loyalty. 

Among the few he singled out for praise was Adolphe Crémieux, a French 
Jewish lawyer and future Minister of Justice, who had the temerity to state that 
‘France has betrayed us’. Indeed, in July 1840, even as Tsar Nicholas I was pub- 
licly joining the Quadruple Alliance — to cries of ‘perfidious Albion’ in Paris 
and war preparations on all sides — Crémieux and Sir Moses Montefiore were 
rushing to Alexandria to ask the Pasha of Egypt to have the Damascus Jews 
tried by a court of Europeans. Mehmet Ali refused, but was ultimately to 
release the surviving prisoners without any judicial proceedings, as ‘an act of 
justice’. 

In two articles written on 27 and 29 July, Heine proved his power as a politi- 
cal analyst by indirectly forecasting the outcome of the ‘Oriental crisis’. 
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Observing that Thiers, the historian, seemed to think that he had missed his 
true vocation as a ‘supreme field-commander’, Heine depicted the diminutive 
Prime Minister ‘lying on his stomach over maps covering the floor of his study, 
sticking black and green pins into the paper, just like Napoleon.’ Referring to 
Thiers’s work on his multi-volume Histoire du Consulat et de l’Empire, he com- 
mented, ‘Pity, he has not yet reached [Napoleon’s] Russian campaign and the 
great retreat. Had Monsieur Thiers progressed as far as Waterloo, his enthusi- 
asm for the martial arts might have cooled down somewhat.’ 

As against this, he wrote that the ‘arch-prosaic’ English were excellent at 
politics because they never allowed their imagination to run away with them. 
‘Keeping their eyes focused on the naked facts, they exactly assess the exigen- 
cies of time and place, and pursue their calculations undisturbed either by their 
heart-beat or by the flapping of wings of grand ideas.’ On a caricatural note, he 
ascribed their success in politics as in industry and ‘all realistic’ endeavours to 
their cool temper: ‘The perfume of the lotus intoxicates them as little as the 
flames of Vesuvius warm them up. They carry their tea-kettles up to the brink 
of the volcano, and there they drink tea spiced with cant.’ (Heine used the 
English word.) 

The ‘Oriental crisis’ was to reach its climax and resolution on 11 September, 
when a British fleet bombarded Beirut and then sailed straight to Alexandria. 
An ultimatum brought Mehmet Ali, who had started his phenomenal career as 
a tobacco-merchant, to his senses and he was satisfied to keep Egypt as its rec- 
ognized hereditary ruler. 

On 7 October, amid rumours in Paris that Thiers was about to declare a state 
of war, Heine praised the restraining hand of Louis-Philippe, whose throne 
was now ‘in greater danger from wounded national feelings than from all the 
dangers of the [Quadruple] Alliance.’ Indeed, Thiers had decided to restore 
French pride by dispatching a fleet to the Mediterranean. ‘But that means war!’ 
Louis-Philippe exclaimed when he heard of it. Thiers said that the alternative 
was the humiliation of France. ‘You talk like a journalist,’ the King replied. He 
disliked Thiers intensely and had had about enough of his reckless policy, 
which had landed him, the ‘King of Peace’, in a confrontation with the same 
coalition which had defeated Napoleon. Determined now to get rid of this 
vainglorious little man, he was all the happier when Thiers himself presented 
the opportunity. 

On 28 October the King was to deliver the speech from the throne in the 
reconvened Chamber of Deputies. When he found that Thiers had inserted 
into the speech a bellicose phrase — to the effect that France had not been the 
first ‘to deliver the peace of the world to the fortunes of war’ but was ready to 
act the moment ‘the global balance was upset’ — Louis-Philippe put his foot 
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down. ‘I want peace, and not war,’ he told Thiers bluntly. ‘We have armed our- 
selves to the teeth out of prudence, and not for military adventures.’'7 

The next day, Thiers was forced to resign and yield his place to the prudent 
Guizot, who was recalled from his ambassadorship in London. 

The Tsar, content to have driven a wedge between France and England — and 
believing that he only had to bide his time as the Turkish empire was either 
‘dying or dead already’ — presently gave up the trump of his Dardanelles treaty 
and signed the ‘Straits convention’ which closed them to the warships of all 
nations. 


Heine’s 1840 strictures on the ‘war lust’ of the ‘imperialist’ Thiers, not to men- 
tion his ‘perfidy’ in the matter of the Damascus blood libel, naturally raised the 
matter of the state pension of 4,800 francs a year paid to him by the French 
Foreign Ministry — as was to be revealed by a Paris periodical during the 1848 
Revolution. The Revue rétrospective"? at that time obtained secret Foreign Min- 
istry documents showing that Heine had been receiving this stipend from the 
‘bourgeois monarchy’ since the autumn of 1840, when Guizot took over the 
Foreign Ministry from Thiers. A greatly embarrassed Heine, reacting with a 
public statement on 15 May, and again in a Retrospective Statement inserted in 
1854, two years before his death (when his collected articles in the A//gemeine 
Zeitung were reprinted practically without change in book form), vehemently 
denied that Guizot had ever asked him for the slightest service in return, or that 
he had ever performed one. The gist of Heine’s explanations in both State- 
ments was that the stipend was one of the gratuities given by the French gov- 
ernment to thousands of exiles persecuted in their homelands. He himself had 
accepted it after the infamous Bundestag decrees of 1835 had sought to ruin 
him by banning all his extant as well as future writings: 


That this financial assistance was paid to me from the pension funds 
of the Foreign Ministry, which are not subject to public control, was 
due to the fact that the other treasury departments had exhausted 
their budgets... When I thanked him [Guizot] for continuing my 
pension in spite of my radical views, he said to me: ‘I am not the man 
to refuse a German poet in exile a loaf of bread.’ These were Mon- 
sieur Guizot’s words to me in November 1840. It was the first and 
also the last time in my life that I had the honour to speak to him."? 


By linking the pension to the 1835 Bundestag ban on his books and writing that 
Guizot continued it, Heine did himself a great disservice. For this immediately 
led to the assumption that he had obtained it from Thiers, and not necessarily 
during his 8 months in office in 1840 but during his earlier short tenure as 
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Prime Minister in 1836. It was not only during his lifetime that Heine was 
forced to defend his integrity as an independent writer. The matter was not 
cleared up until 120 years after his death, and during that time the French state 
pension inspired generations of writers on Heine either gleefully to malign or 
unwittingly to question the character of the man, who — engaging more violent 
sympathies or antipathies than almost any other writer — was by the last quarter 
of the zoth century to be regarded as ‘one of the most controversial in Western 
literature.’?° 

One notable exception was Max Brod, who maintained that Heine never 
betrayed the libertarian causes he stood for. But as late as 1974 a serious scholar 
like Wilhelm Wadepuhl was to claim that Heine had started receiving the 
stipend as early as 1833.7" It was only in 1977 that the discovery in Guizot’s 
own files of a document relating to Heine’s pension made it possible to recon- 
struct the chronology, circumstances and political implications of the matter in 
a manner coming as close to the truth as may ever be ascertained. First, the 
theses antedating the start of the stipend to 1833 or 1836 were both proved 
groundless, for the document in the Archives Nationales explicitly mentions 
that it began in 1840.7? 

Since the document described it as an ‘allocation établie par Mr Thiers et con- 
firmée par Mr Guizot (pas de decision écrite) 4,800’, it must originally have been 
granted some time after Thiers began his second premiership on 1 March 
1840. That date happened to coincide with the end of the advances Heine had 
been regularly drawing from Campe on account of the Gesamtausgabe he had 
sold to him in 1837. A source which had so far provided him with some 6,000 
francs annually, or half his and Mathilde’s yearly outlay, had dried up. It was in 
this situation that he had made his unsuccessful approach to his Uncle Salomon 
for an advance payment on his quarterly annuity. 

Noting these circumstances, Michael Werner — who in 1977 analyzed the 
whole subject in the light of the new find — was led to conclude that it was in 
March or April 1840 that Heine turned for help to Thiers. As for the crux of 
the matter, the question whether Heine ‘sold out’ and became Thiers’s hired 
mouthpiece, Werner, on the basis of a detailed scrutiny of his utterances at the 
time,?3 stressed that Heine, on the contrary, showed ‘a remarkable indepen- 
dence of mind in judging his policies’. With regard to Guizot’s continuing the 
pension, Werner found that in his case the ‘humanitarian’ reasons invoked by 
Heine prevailed and ‘we must by and large admit that Heine could with justice 
say that all he ever wrote about Guizot in the Allgemeine Zettung was always dic- 
tated by an independent view and strict truthfulness.’*+ 

Anonymous reports insinuating that Heine was writing ‘in the pay of the 
French government’ — and others accusing the Allgemeine Zeitung of pursuing a 
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‘fifty-year-old policy of sowing discontent in France’ ever since the French 
Revolution — had appeared in a Leipzig newspaper as early as the spring of 
1840. The source of both stories was O.R. Spazier, a German journalist in Paris 
inimical to Heine. When he planted these reports in the French opposition 
press, the Allgemeine Zeitung responded with a long statement proving that 
Spazier was a shady character whose articles the 4.Z. had been rejecting for 
years, and who had in fact threatened to bring it into disrepute. 

On 7 June, Heine followed suit with a notice of his own denying that he was 
‘Thiers’s apologist’. Since his discovery of the ‘Communist’ rumblings among 
the hungry workers of the Faubourg Saint-Marceau he had indeed steadily 
criticized Thiers’s neglect of social institutions, his dissembling behaviour in 
the Damascus affair and his combative, quasi-Napoleonic stance in the Near 
East crisis. 

In two batches dispatched on 17 and 24 July 1840, Heine sent Campe the 
manuscript of The Rabbi of Bacherach. Together with some 20 poems and his 
collected articles ‘On the French Stage’ — earlier serialized in Lewald’s 
Theater-Revue — it was to make up the Salon JV volume in the series of that 
name. With a third new chapter added to the two originally written nearly 16 
years earlier, The Rabbi of Bacherach was now ‘a fragment’ of a novel. Heine was 
aware that the new chapter did not quite come up to the gripping evocation of 
‘the great Jewish sorrow’ he had achieved in the first part by mingling stories of 
the ancient Exodus with blood libel in the setting of a Passover feast. His mind 
was on his Ludwig Borne, which was about to appear. By comparison to that, the 
Salon IV was a tame book, so tame that Heine in fact urged his publisher to 
issue it simultaneously with Bérne, ‘so that this scandal-book, this roaring lion, 
may drag the innocent lamb which is Salon IV along behind him.’ 

Heine was obviously aware of the provocative character of his Bérne book 
and fully prepared for its stirring up a hue and cry. About to leave for his annual 
holiday at Granville, he wrote Campe with affected calm: ‘I leave that book to its 
fate. Let it bite its way forward in the world. It was born with teeth.” The book, 
however, was fated to bite back. Ludwig Bérne was to unleash a controversy that 
continued into the zoth century, with two such figures as Thomas Mann and 
Karl Kraus taking opposite sides. 

The Borne book and its stormy aftermath did not, however, deflect Heine’s 
attention from the French scene, and throughout this period he continued his 
regular correspondence for the Allgemeine Zeitung. The articles he wrote for 
this paper for altogether three and a half years between 1840 and 1844 — later 
collected in two volumes under the title Lutezia (the German spelling of the 
ancient Latin name of Paris) — reflected the political-social problems and intel- 
lectual currents that were increasingly agitating France at the beginning of the 
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second decade of Louis-Philippe’s reign. Heine was to claim for Lutezia the 
merit of ‘an historical document in my pithiest style’ on the developments that 
set the stage for the fall of the ‘bourgeois’ monarchy, and it has indeed been 
hailed as one of his most important books. 

As early as December 1841, almost two years after his visit to the angry 
workers of the Faubourg Saint-Marceau, Heine was informing the readers of 
the Allgemeine Zeitung that ‘the propaganda of Communism speaks a universal 
language as simple and elementary as hunger, as envy, as death. It is a language 
that can be quickly learnt by every people.’ In the same article, noting the 
‘colourful bounty’ of New Year’s gifts beckoning from shop-windows in the rue 
Vivienne and elsewhere — ‘luxury articles and objets d’art... gold, silver, bronze, 
precious stones... in the imitation Renaissance style which is the ruling fashion 
of the moment’ — he remarked with mock modesty that even a casual boulevard 
flaneur like him and ‘no great politician’ could descry an impending cataclysm 
in the sullen, menacing mien of the people walking the streets. ‘The cult of 
materialism, of self-seeking, of money’, he wrote, was leading to the moral and 
political disintegration of French society, causing ‘the dissolution of all bonds 
of ideas and the extinction of the last bit of communal spirit.’ The result was 
that ‘the Chamber of Deputies, like the whole of French society, has become 
fragmented into so many factions and splinters that no two people any longer 
agree on any issue... so that there is never a vote expressing anything like a 
general will without which no representative system can function.’?5 

While pointing at the same vices and corruption which Balzac was unmask- 
ing in novel after novel, Heine informed the German public on 11 December 
1841 of his ‘firm conviction’ — well before the February revolution which was to 
topple Louis-Philippe, and to pit brother against brother in the all-European 
civil wars of 1848-49 — that ‘sooner or later the whole bourgeois comedy in 
France, together with its parliamentary superstars and its whole cast of extras, 
will come to a horrendous bad end.’ Deliberately using stage terms, he added: 
‘Then an Epilogue will be played, its name: The Communist Regimen! 
Although at the time he expected it to be of short duration, he foresaw that it 
would ‘mightily shake and purify all souls. It will be a genuine tragedy.’?° 

Heine was, of course, not the only one to see the demoralizing, not to say 
soul-destroying effect which a decade of bourgeois rule was having on France, 
its people and institutions. In May 1840 Victor Hugo published Les Rayons et 
les ombres, a collection of poems in which he dwelt, among other themes, on the 
dry, drab cynical materialism that seemed to have done away with all faith and 
every value and ideal once held by Frenchmen. Mechanically they continued to 
go to church, but they had lost faith in religion. Caught in their material pur- 
suits, not only piety but any feeling for beauty and the sublime seemed to have 
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gone out of their lives. In one poem Hugo complained that men’s hearts were 
no longer moved by ‘the dawn, or the lily; neither angel nor child’ evoked any 
shining response in them. Calling on God to contemplate ‘the blind’, lustreless 
‘men of this age’,?7 he apostrophized the deity: ‘Extinguish your suns, or rekin- 
dle their flame! Take back your world, or give them back a soul!’ 

It was Heine who pointed out the political and social implications of Hugo’s 
remarks: ‘The French ship of state has had too many holes bored into its bot- 
tom by the silently gnawing teeth of mice’, he observed in December 1841. 
Speaking of ‘the destructive doctrines rampant among the lower classes’, he 
warned that it was ‘no longer a matter of equal rights, but of equality of enjoy- 
ment on this earth. Some 400,000 raw fists in Paris are only waiting for the 
slogan to turn the idea of absolute equality into reality.” The idea that men were 
no longer ready to wait for the Kingdom of Heaven, but were claiming the good 
things in life in the here and now, was something that neither the King who 
thought he knew ‘how to manage’ the French nor his Ministers took into 
account. In 1840 the first newspaper written ‘by workers for workers’, L'Atelier, 
made its appearance for the avowed purpose of exposing in ‘detail the vices of 
our social organization and the reasons why the workers die of hunger by the 
side of immense fortunes.’ About the same time, the lawyer and journalist 
Louis Blanc came up with the novel postulate — in an essay titled Organisation 
du travail (‘The Organization of Labour’) — that everyone’s ‘right to work’ was 
a basic right. 

It followed that society not only had to provide its members with the neces- 
sary education to develop useful skills, but that the state actually bore some 
responsibility for the material welfare of its citizens, a pre-Marxian notion that 
was to become part of subsequent Socialist theory and to be ‘accepted in some 
degree by all democratic industrial societies.” For a start, Louis Blanc pro- 
posed the immediate establishment of state-subsidized ‘social workshops’, or 
industrial co-operatives, to inaugurate a type of ‘revolution by consent’ which 
he hoped would in time lead to a full-blown co-operative society, eliminating 
capitalism without bloodshed or pains in a democratic republic. 

Organisation du Travail was confiscated by the police on suspicion that its 
‘revolutionary’ contents threatened public order. Heine, the great debunker, ran 
into Louis Blanc and was quick to light up the moral absurdity of the situation 
in an apt phrase, congratulating him on becoming ‘the most guillotinable man 
in France.’*? Once the authorities realized that the book was actually meant to 
avert revolution, Organisation du Travail with its message that everyone had 
‘the right to work’ was reprinted many times. 

While Louis Blanc’s advocacy of universal suffrage and social and political 
reforms won him increasing popularity among the workers, his Histoire de dix 
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ans, a remarkably well-written critique of the first decade of the July monarchy, 
published in 1840, earned him the respect of political and intellectual circles. 
But his plan for establishing ‘social workshops’ was to be put to a severe test in 
1848, when he became a member of the French Provisional Government. 


It was also in 1840 that Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, a 31-year-old printer, pub- 
lished a book-length memorandum, dedicated to the Academy of Besancon, 
whose rhetorical title, Quest ce que la propriété? (What is Property?), he answered 
with the resounding proposition: ‘Property is theft!” 

Becoming known simply as What is Property? Thefi!, Proudhon’s book was 
promptly disowned by the Besançon Academy, which only the year before had 
awarded him a three-year scholarship of 1,500 francs a year to enable him to 
study in Paris. The embarrassed Academy asked him to delete his dedication in 
any further editions and announced that he would be summoned to Besançon 
to explain his ‘anti-social doctrines’ at a public hearing. As the provincial 
scandal spread to Paris, the Minister of Justice, Monsieur Vivien — pressed by 
demands to have Proudhon prosecuted — took the unusual course of reading the 
book himself. He was sufficiently impressed by its quality to request the Paris 
Académie des sciences morales et politiques to help him decide whether it had 
any scholarly value or was a seditious political tract. Proudhon’s public appear- 
ance before the Academy of Besançon was to take place only in January 1841 
and the question of his prosecution — not to mention the continuation of his 
scholarship grant — remained in abeyance until the following spring. 

In the same year, Etienne Cabet published his Voyage en Icarie — written in 
London and first issued in 1839 under a different title3° — and placed before the 
French public his vision of an ideal Communist republic in which all means of 
production were owned by the state, and everyone, physicians and cobblers, 
received an equal wage. And again in the same year, George Sand, moved by the 
suffering of the poverty-stricken workers, published — much to the horror of 
her friends and the delight of her critics and jealous rivals — the first of several 
‘Communist’ or ‘Socialist’ novels, the two terms being at the time so vague and 
undefined as to be interchangeable. 

For all the inflammatory ring of What is Property? Theft!, Proudhon did not 
attack all forms of private property. He was in favour of people owning their 
homes, gardens and small plots — ‘three acres and a cow’ — but against excessive 
property acquired without effort through title or inheritance. This he consid- 
ered property which encouraged idleness and/or exploitation and became a 
source of multiplying wealth, and through it, of socially immoral power and 
privilege. Property, however, was an absolute right anchored — along with 
liberty, equality and security — in the 1793 Charter of the French Revolution 
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and the Code Napoléon. Proudhon could argue that the property system 
created an inherent inequality, but all legal and economic philosophy at the time 
was against him; property, moreover, had become (as it still is) an integral part 
of the social order. Proudhon also attacked the wage system, pointing out that 
workers were being paid individually but not for the ‘surplus value’ of the 
‘simultaneous convergence of their efforts’: “Two hundred grenadiers raised the 
obelisk of Luxor on its plinth. Could a single man working for two hundred 
days have accomplished that? Yet by the capitalist’s accounting, the sum of 
wages would be the same.’ 

An autodidact, Proudhon had taught himself Latin, Greek and Hebrew, and 
later cited as his chief sources of inspiration ‘the Bible first, Adam Smith next, 
and eventually Hegel’. To achieve prominence as a self-styled ‘anarchist’ 
fiercely opposed to institutions and all authority, whether by the state, by capi- 
talism or by centralized Communism, Proudhon thought little of science and 
regarded industrial progress and the advance of technology as an evil. He placed 
individual liberty and equality above everything and proposed a federalist 
system of workers’ and producers’ associations that would fight the encroach- 
ments of ‘the tyrant state’, abolish the wage system, prevent the excesses of cap- 
italism and its accumulation of political power, and otherwise protect the 
interests of middle- and lower-class professionals, artisans, farmers and small 
proprietors. 

Combative to a degree, he argued volubly during his appearance before the 
Academy of Besançon on 15 January 1841 that the views expressed in What is 
Property? Theft! represented the inchoate feelings of millions. The members of 
the Academy present were divided among themselves, and intimidated by his 
fierce rhetoric — he threatened, among other things, to take the case to the news- 
papers and make them all look ridiculous — formally voted 16 to 14 to annul his 
scholarship; since discontinuing it required a two-thirds majority, this meant in 
fact that he was to go on receiving it for the period stipulated. A couple of 
months later, Professor Adolphe Blanqui, a distinguished political economist, 
submitted to the Minister of Justice his report on Proudhon’s book on behalf of 
the Paris Académie des sciences morales et politiques. 

Professor Blanqui — a brother of Auguste, the leader of ‘the Seasons’ whose 
death sentence had been commuted to life imprisonment — was a staunch 
upholder of the property system, but a fair-minded man. After an inner debate 
which gave him two sleepless and ‘terrible’ nights he declared that, for all its 
crude approach and aggressive tone, What is Property? Theft! was a scholarly 
dissertation d'académie, ‘and not at all an incendiary pamphlet’. With the King’s 
Prosecutor thus staved off, the Professor sent a long letter to Proudhon in 
which he paid him an unexpected compliment: ‘You have done for property 
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what Rousseau did eighty years ago for literature.’ While vindicating the princi- 
ple of property, Blanqui admitted that many abuses committed in its name 
required correction, but cautioned Proudhon to beware lest his vigorous social 
‘metaphysics’ be misused by street-corner demagogues to incite the starving to 
pillage and pilfering. 

Far from moderating his convictions or his tone, Proudhon not only pub- 
lished Blanqui’s letter but by the end of the year followed it up with a pamphlet 
— Warning to Proprietors — threatening them and the governing bodies that 
unless they introduced social equality and stopped ‘levying tribute’ from the 
workers ‘on the plea of functional inferiority’ the consequences would be so 
terrible that assassination, pillage, insurrection, general strike, arson and even 
regicide would pale by comparison. 

This time his printing shop, which was nearly bankrupt, was promptly 
raided by the police, and the pamphlet confiscated. Hauled before the Assize 
Court on charges of inciting against the government and the constitutional 
right of property, Proudhon resorted to self-styled ‘judicial mystification’, 
couching his defence in language so abstruse that it all became ‘a paté of indi- 
gestible political economy’. The upshot was that the prosecutor, the judge and 
the jury — and to add a farcical element, his own lawyer — all declared that the 
arguments were above their heads, and the text of the pamphlet itself was 
hardly looked into. 

Left to decide ‘whether there was a philosophic bottom to my doctrine’, as 
Proudhon triumphantly reported the success of his tactic, the jury found it 
impossible to be sure that ‘this man working in a field of ideas maccessible to 
ordinary people’ was guilty, and acquitted him. 

Proudhon’s opposition to the concentration of all means of production in 
the hands of the proletariat, or any single class, for fear that it would produce a 
dictatorship, was later to be savagely attacked by Karl Marx. Nonetheless, 
Proudhon was to achieve considerable influence as the father of the so-called 
Syndicalist movement, which persists to this day in France and some of the 
Latin countries. 


Etienne Cabet, born at Dijon in 1788, was — like Proudhon — a cooper’s son. 
But he belonged to an older generation, and after studying law on a scholarship, 
he had reached Paris as a young barrister after Napoleon’s fall. Although, like 
most of the other early Socialists, he had been a member of the secret Car- 
bonari — rising in fact to a high position in the Supreme Vente, Council or 
Lodge (from the Italian vendita) of the French Charbonnerie — he had turned 
away from its violent methods. The Charbonnerie’s insurrections had played a 
part in the ousting of Charles X, and under Louis-Philippe Cabet had become 
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Secretary General of the Ministry of Justice. Subsequently elected to the 
Chamber of Deputies, he had by 1834 become so disenchanted with the July 
monarchy and started to attack it so violently in his newspaper Le Populaire 
that, to escape imprisonment, he had been forced to flee to Belgium, was expelled 
from there, but then found asylum in England. 

Cabet spent most of the years 1834-39 closeted in the Reading Room of the 
British Museum, writing Voyage to Icaria, about an imaginary island whose 
inhabitants lived in bliss and prosperity in a ‘Communist’ republic. He knew 
Thomas More’s Utopia, but whereas More in 1516 had conjured up an imagi- 
nary republic in order to satirize government malpractice, religious intolerance 
and general human folly, the purpose of Cabet’s work was to demonstrate that 
his particular vision of a society based on ‘a community of goods’ was a practi- 
cal proposition. The mythical Communist state of Icaria owned all the means of 
production and used them according toa planned economic schedule to create a 
world of plenty. In line with Saint-Simon’s ideas of industrial mass-produc- 
tion, Cabet wrote that if a certain article was needed, 100,000 workers detached 
from the labour force produced it simply by increasing ‘the daily period of 
general work by a mere five minutes’. He objected, however, to the inequality 
created by Saint-Simon’s meritocracy of talent. In Icaria everyone received an 
equal wage: ‘Not everyone can be a doctor, and since some want to be cobblers’ 
and the world needs them, ‘it follows that cobblers deserve to be as happy and 
satisfied as doctors.’ 

In his obsession with egalitarianism, Cabet carried it to the point of absolute 
uniformity — to follow the example of Icaria, everybody would live in the same 
type of houses, use the same furniture, the same curtains and carpets, wear the 
same clothes, eat, work and sleep at the same time. Although the citizens of 
Icaria elected a National Assembly whose laws and decisions had to be approved 
every 4 months by democratic committees — thus ostensibly enabling citizens to 
exercise their ‘share of sovereignty’ — these committees did not really amount to 
representative government. In practice, the National Assembly, acting in the 
name of ‘popular judgment’, decided what made the people happy, and Cabet 
proposed ‘the absolute necessity that society concentrate, direct and dispose of 
everything and that it submit all wills and action to its rule, its order and its dis- 
cipline.’ 

Whether, as has been said, this was an early omen of Communist totalitari- 
anism, or merely the fantasy of an authoritarian temperament and ‘literary dic- 
tator’ ruminating alone in a library in a foreign country, Cabet, who had fought 
hard in France for freedom of the press and other libertarian causes, now 
veered towards curtailing the freedom of the individual for the sake of a higher 
cause. 
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At the same time it must be remembered that to unemployed workers in ‘the 
hungry forties’ the prospect of equal housing, furniture, food, however uni- 
form — and to their wives the promise of ‘hats, berets, turbans, bonnets’, feath- 
ers and artificial jewelry, mass-produced but designed by fashion experts and 
competing in elegance with those worn by the rich — represented not only an 
upward step, but luxury and dreamland with all its attractions. Indeed, starting 
in 1840, Cabet’s 600-page Voyage en Icarie ran to 6 editions. Next to Louis 
Blanc’s Organisation du travail, it became one of the most popular Socialist 
books of the decade in France, and was translated into English, German and 
Spanish. 

Icaria was built out of a strange mélange of ideas and influences, including 
Rousseau’s belief that man’s nature was intrinsically good and perfectible, 
Saint-Simon’s faith in the blessings of mass production, and Robert Owen’s 
determination to change the prevailing conditions and revolutionize society at 
one blow, not by arms but by ‘practical example and persuasion’. 

In later developments, Robert Owen was to go over to Paris to help raise 
funds and supporters for Cabet to set up his dreamt-of Icaria on actual soil — 
not in France, but (like most of these experiments) across the Atlantic. By the 
end of the 1840s, Cabet was buying the Mormon town of Nauvoo on the Mis- 
sissippi, where Joseph Smith, the founder of the Church of Latter-Day Saints, 
had recently been killed. Cabet was there with a large group of Frenchmen, 
making a start to implement his ideas, only to find that his authoritarian tem- 
perament worked against him. 

In Voyage to Icaria he had written that in that ideal republic ‘everyone goes to 
bed at ten and from ten to five o’clock in the morning the streets are deserted’, 
adding significantly: ‘Such a curfew imposed by a tyrant would be an intolera- 
ble vexation, but adopted by an entire people in the interests of its health and of 
good order in work, it is the most reasonable and useful of our laws.’ 

Whereas it had been pardonable for a man fantasizing in the British Museum 
to regulate life in his fictional Icaria and to prescribe that ‘in the interests of the 
people’ everyone there ‘eats from two to three’, etc., at Nauvoo Cabet’s prohibi- 
tion of alcohol and tobacco and his attempts to regiment food habits and sexual 
mores were to lead to his being expelled from his own Icarian community 
shortly before his death at the age of 68. 


In 1840 George Sand was a European cult figure, having already produced some 
20 of the nearly 100 novels — not counting the 20 volumes of her Histoire de ma 
vie — that she was to publish during her lifetime. Although not many of them 
compared with Lélia, her early and much-discussed masterpiece, they dealt not 
only with love and human passions, but echoed, in Ernest Renan’s later phrase, 
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all that the age ‘hoped for, thought, felt and suffered’. At that, her adoption of 
the supposedly male pseudonym of ‘G Sand’, her unconventional ideas, strik- 
ing, sometimes masculine dress and emancipated ‘feminist’ notions — coupled, 
needless to say, with stories of her love-affairs with a string of such public 
figures as Alfred de Musset, Michel de Bourges, Mallefille, Chopin ~ not only 
fed Paris gossip but added to the curiosity and conversation of intellectuals, 
social reformers and socialites in drawing-rooms all over Europe. 

Heine in 1840 called George Sand a ‘champion of social revolution’. Indeed, 
in view of the glaring misery of the unemployed, it was almost inevitable that 
after her boldly frank discussion of the inferior social status of that other ‘half 
of humanity’ — the women — George Sand, whose ‘great-hearted, generous 
nature’ impressed even Balzac, would sooner rather than later take up the cause 
of the oppressed common people. Balzac, incidentally, after visiting her at 
Nohant, stuck to his notion that ‘to emancipate women means their ruin’, and 
concluded that Sand ‘has the characteristics of a man, ergo she is not a woman.’ 
Heine, for his part, maintaining the mystery of her identity to the uninitiated 
among his readers in Germany, referred to her in his articles in the third person 
masculine. 

‘The novels of this daring author have displeased both the aristocracy and 
the bourgeoisie,’ he wrote à propos the premiere of her play Cosima at the 
Théâtre Français in April 1840, in which she was expected to announce her new 
social views, The aristocracy, he explained, feared that ‘with his “irreligious” 
views’ Sand was going to attack the Church, its bulwark against republicanism, 
while the bourgeoisie felt threatened by ‘his immoral principles’ and feared an 
attack on matrimony.3" Cosima, however, left both institutions alone and con- 
tained no social message. This was to come a few months after the insipid play 
flopped disastrously, causing George Sand the loss of a considerable sum she 
had invested in its production. 

‘Madame Sand is going over to Communism, and is undertaking to preach to 
the workers,’ Sainte-Beuve wrote sarcastically that August, shortly after she 
published Le Compagnon du Tour de France. This was the first of three novels — 
the others were to be Horace (1842) and Le Meunier d’Angibault (1845) — in 
which she depicted a journeyman-carpenter, a miller, a mason and other hard- 
working proletarian heroes as paragons of virtue, kindness and manly fortitude, 
and contrasted their well-spent lives with the selfishness and hypocrisy of con- 
temporary French society. Dwelling on the justifiable rage of the worker with 
his ‘hideous sores, his horrible illnesses and his vermin’, she reminded the 
bourgeois who washed their hands of ‘the terrible fact of poverty’ that once the 
grime was removed from these dregs of society they would discover that ‘there 
are not two peoples, there is only one!” 
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Idealizing ‘the people’, she was to encourage a dozen manual workers — 
including a cobbler, a locksmith, a barber and a baker — to write verse, and to 
proclaim that a mason by the name of Poncy had it in him to be the greatest 
poet in France. Her aspiration, she told the realistic Balzac, was ‘to depict man 
as I wish he should be, as I think he ought to be,’ an aspiration matching Saint- 
Simon’s formula that all men must be given ‘the fullest latitude for the devel- 
opment of their faculties.’ Saint-Simon’s criticism of the institution of 
marriage, except as a voluntary union between two compatible characters, 
coupled with the demand of his followers for universal suffrage, including that 
of women — who were not to get the vote in France until a century later, in 
1945 — could not but touch a deep chord in George Sand. As early as 1832, in 
Indiana, she had first raised the flag of revolt against ‘the injustice and barbar- 
ity of those laws which still govern women in marriage, in the family, and in 
society.” 

During her infatuation with the lawyer Michel de Bourges, she had fought 
hard to resist the inflammatory ideas of this hotheaded republican advocate of 
violent revolution. For a time, she had embraced the pure-hearted but simplis- 
tic gospel of the Abbé de Lamennais. In the end, earnestly looking for a solu- 
tion to the social problem in the welter of confusing and confused panaceas 
being offered on all sides, she had turned for enlightenment — much to the 
Abbé’s annoyance — to that early apostle of Socialism, Pierre Leroux. 

The founder and former editor of Le Globe, Leroux had by 1840 achieved 
the reputation of a philosopher. A stout widower with a ‘big, knobbly head, a 
lopsided face’ and a brood of children, he had edited several encyclopaedias and 
was working on a ‘system’ — on which he published two volumes in 184157 — 
romantically combining elements of Christian brotherhood with such secular 
ideas as democracy, social equality, the redistribution of wealth, and the civic as 
well as sexual equality of women. This system or ‘new religion’, which he called 
Communism, and sometimes Communionism, was bound to appeal to the great 
emancipator that George Sand was; and indeed, some ro years later, Leroux 
introduced the first bill to give women the right to vote at least in municipal 
elections. 

‘Very dirty’ and ‘dingy-looking’, according to most accounts, Leroux was 
charitably described by Heine as an unrefined ‘angular figure which never 
acquired any grace’, but an excellent man withal. George Sand kept assuring 
her wagging friends that her relations with the ungainly Leroux were ‘not the 
sort of equivocal infatuation which frivolous women feel for their doctors or 
spiritual directors’, nor of the type akin to her love-affair with Chopin, but 
perhaps the most serious act of faith in all her life. Captivated by his gospel and 
‘the bright glow of his mind’, she claimed that theirs was a miracle of ‘spiritual 
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love’, called Leroux ‘a new Plato, a new Christ’, and became his devoted hand- 
maiden, propagating his ideas with all the energy and passion of which she was 
capable. 

The Abbé de Lamennais, during his 4-months stint as editor of Le Monde in 
1837, had refused to publish an article by George Sand on “The Role of Passion 
in a Woman’s Life’ and would not hear of opening the paper’s columns to 
Leroux’s purported new ‘religion... especially since his well-known views 
include the opinion that Jesus Christ sanctioned adultery.’ Nor would Buloz, 
the editor of the Revue des Deux Mondes, who had done much to help George 
Sand’s literary career, have anything to do with him or his writings. Calling a 
plague on both their houses, she impulsively decided to undertake the financial 
risk of founding a periodical to provide her grimy philosopher-friend with an 
independent platform of his own. 

The Revue indépendante was founded in the summer of 1841 at her beloved 
country estate in Nohant, where first Leroux and next Louis Viardot arrived for 
longer or shorter vacations. Viardot, long-time manager of the Théatre Italien, 
had recently resigned to become the impresario of his newly wedded wife, the 
rising 21-year-old opera star Pauline Viardot-Garcia. Twice Pauline’s age, 
Viardot dabbled in Left-wing politics. While she made music or played billiards 
with Chopin, Sand, Viardot and Leroux made detailed plans for the establish- 
ment of the new periodical, complete with a press of its own. 

Lamennais greeted the appearance of the Revue indépendanie in November 
1841 with the remark: ‘Madame Sand... faithful to her new prophet, is busy 
preaching Communism.’ The serialization of her proletarian novel Horace 
before its publication in book form assured the new revue a certain interest in 
literary circles, but not for long. Her ‘Communist’ novels, too, were to cost 
George Sand a temporary decline in popularity. 

Although Lamartine declared that ‘Pierre Leroux will one day be read as 
Rousseau’s Contrat Social is read today’, Sainte-Beuve cynically observed that 
‘he flounders about in philosophy like a buffalo in a bog’. Leroux was fated to be 
similarly treated by posterity, which at times has overrated his importance as a 
social thinker and philosopher of history, and at others underplayed it. As for 
the element that attracted George Sand to him, Heine left perhaps the best clue 
when he described Leroux as an authentic ‘son of the people... not merely a 
thinking but a feeling philosopher’, one combining a mind capable of rising to 
‘the highest speculation’ with a heart that had ‘plumbed to the full’ the depths 
of the people’s woes, and in a sense personified them. Leroux was very poor and 

made a virtue of austerity. George Sand was moved by the proud stoicism with 
which he bore his lot, though he accepted money from her to help support his 
family. Admiring his ascetic self-denial while exerting himself on behalf of 
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mankind, and enthralled by his humanist, Christian-Socialist brand of Com- 
munism, she saw in him nothing less than a saint. 

Heine, though he praised Leroux’s selfless efforts on behalf of the lower 
classes, was only too well aware that he lacked method. So far, he wrote, Leroux 
had only assembled the material and ‘scattered building blocks for a Commu- 
nist or any system or religion.’ Leroux was to play a role during the 1848 revo- 
lution in Paris, as were Louis Blanc, Proudhon, Barbès and Martin Bernard — 

the two former associates of Blanqui’s — while George Sand was to become 
virtual Minister of Propaganda of the provisional republican government. 

Even before that, Leroux, among his ‘building blocks’, launched a new 
Socialist slogan which was to prove of more worth than a brick of gold. He 
adapted Saint-Simon’s original formula — “To each according to his capacity’, 
placing the accent on merit — to read: ‘From each according to his ability, to 
each according to his work.’ 

Louis Blanc, retaining the first part, was to give the second its final egalitar- 
ian stamp — ‘To each according to his needs’ — the two parts together making up 
the slogan which Marxism was to emblazon on the future edifice of Socialism. 


While the best minds in France were preoccupied with these problems, in cen- 
sorship-ridden Prussia even the word ‘social’ was forbidden in the press. No 
event could more suitably have inaugurated ‘the extraordinary decade’ in 
Germany than the death in June 1840 of Prussia’s King Friedrich Wilhelm UI 
and the ascension to the throne of his son, 45-year-old Friedrich Wilhelm IV. 
Unlike his father, who had started his rule in 1797 and was thus a vestige of the 
age of absolutism and old-world reaction, the new King had often, during his 
long years as Crown Prince, spoken of the need for national unity, of liberty, 
democratic principles and freedom of speech. In 1840 Prussia had none of 
these — no national parliament, no free newspapers or uncensored books, no 
public meetings, performances or academic institutions which were not super- 
vised; no platform, in short, where political or social issues could be openly 
aired. 

Instead, she had 8 provincial Diets packed with noblemen and big landown- 
ers, including — besides certain princes who had hereditary seats — dukes, 
knights and wealthy Junkers with huge estates. Legislation being entirely the 
King’s prerogative, the Diets had only advisory powers. The King, anyway, 
convened them irregularly at his pleasure; and as details of their proceedings 
were not communicated to the press, all but their decisions remained hidden 
from the public. 

The new King was known to be intellectually gifted, eloquent and witty, 
interested in science, art, architecture, antiquities, music and poetry. Expecta- 
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tions therefore ran high that, being so much more susceptible than his father to 
new ideas and the needs of the age, he would at last make good his father’s 
promise — solemnly given in 1815, after Waterloo, and several times repeated 
before his death, but never kept — to grant his subjects a representative consti- 
tution. With the beginnings of industrialization, especially in the annexed 
Rhineland, a wealthy new middle class as well as the free professions resented 
their exclusion even from the sham ‘Diets’, while the liberal intelligentsia fret- 
ted at the amount of censorship and official thought-control. Although this 
varied in the rest of the three dozen German states, the situation in some of 
them was not much better. Their burghers looked for leadership to Prussia, 
which claimed to be the most advanced and enlightened of them all. 

All accounts of Friedrich Wilhelm IV present him as a well-meaning, per- 
sonally ‘brilliant’ autocrat, but wayward, erratic and attracted by an idealized, 
incurably romantic vision of Prussia as a glorious medieval Christian State. 
“The Romantic at odds with his age’, in Golo Mann’s phrase, ‘he wanted to rule 
with the consent of the people’, but according to his own notion of it as a feu- 
dally hierarchic ‘society... of happy peasants, honest townsmen, pious clergy, 
faithful nobles, the prince among his vassals.’33 

Nothing, however, completely explains or so well illustrates his peculiar and 
frequently wrong-headed way of responding to the new realities of his time 
than the view he took of his position as ‘King by the Grace of God’. Pious by 
nature, raised in his father’s mystic conceptions, he took this formula to mean, 
first, that his responsibilities, though heavy, were to God alone, and secondly, 
that his very office endowed him with exalted faculties and God-given wisdom. 
God, he once candidly remarked to one of his intimates, ‘has endowed the King 
with supernatural powers, which miraculously elevate him high above anyone 
else, be he ever so high-placed or the most trusted confidant’,3+ making it clear 
that this superiority of monarchs applied to both their intellectual powers and 
their emotional make-up. And to his friend Carl von Bunsen, the Prussian 
Ambassador to London, he intimated that ‘there are things which one only gets 
to know as king’. His personal aide-de-camp, Von Gerlach, noted that the King 
regarded him as well as his Ministers as so many ‘dunces, because in transacting 
practical current affairs with him’, none of them was able to rise to ‘his sublime 
train of thought’ or to follow its byways.35 

Friedrich Wilhelm IV had been 11 years old at the time of the Prussian defeat 
at Jena, when Napoleon’s entry into Berlin had forced his parents and the entire 
royal household to flee in haste to the far end of East Prussia. A highly impres- 
sionable child, he had early imbibed the notion that the French Revolution and 
all that Napoleon represented were evil, and he developed an unshakable faith in 
the old order and the sanctity of the royal office. His reliance on divine inspira- 
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tion and the patronizing, patriarchal attitude towards his people that he brought 
to the throne were compounded by the impulses of an unsteady character whose 
moods changed from periods of indecision to misplaced obstinacy. 

The extent to which the King’s make-up rebelled against the very notion of 
granting a constitution was to become evident during the events of the 1848-49 
revolution, Unable to stomach the idea of ‘a piece of paper with lots of para- 
graphs being inserted like a second Providence’ between him, the ruler by 
God’s grace, and his people,>° he dallied and dithered so long before, under the 
pressure of those ‘horrible’ events, he could bring himself to permit the discus- 
sion of a constitution that by the time he did so the first all-German parliament 
was assembling at Frankfurt. 

When this so-called National Assembly, after protracted discussions, voted 
to offer him the crown of emperor of a reorganized and united Germany, Fried- 
rich Wilhelm IV — not many years before he would have to abdicate because of 
mental derangement and Gehirnschmache (‘weakness of the brain’) — rejected 
the dream of a united Germany because accepting the crown from a ‘gaggle’ of 
professors and democratic politicians, and not from the hands of princes equal 
to him in rank, would have meant abdicating the divine right of kings and rec- 
ognizing the sovereignty of the people. 

While this was in the future, the King from the beginning pursued such a 
zigzag course that it was to take his subjects and the rest of Germany a year or 
two to make out what he wanted or stood for. Indeed, Metternich was soon to 
remark that there ‘is a distinction between what the King wants today and what 
he will do tomorrow.’ 

The King’s first step — an amnesty he granted to all political offenders — 
seemed, however, to justify the hope that he was inaugurating a new era of lib- 
eralism. A speech he made shortly after his coronation to the provincial Diet of 
East Prussia was greeted with jubilation. The deputies assembled at the castle 
in Königsberg having submitted to him a carefully phrased petition for a consti- 
tution, the new monarch rose from his throne, advanced to the edge of the 
balcony overlooking the throng that packed the courtyard below, and raising his 
right arm as if taking an oath, swore to be a just and merciful Christian king. He 
spoke and spoke, and finally rose to a peroration in which he called on God, ‘for 
the benefit of Germany and the world, to preserve our Prussian fatherland, 
manifold and yet one, like that precious metal, which, made by the fusion of 
many, is but one and all the more precious — subject to no other rust than that of 
the centuries which renders it fairer still!’37 

Although there was no mention of a constitution in these bombastic phrases, 
they had an intoxicating effect and electrified the country. In the general excite- 
ment, the lack of substance in the King’s rhetoric passed unnoticed. All he had 
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in fact told, or meant to tell, the deputies was that, on the subject of making the 
Diet more representative, they could have full confidence in his intentions. 
Burghers throughout the German lands, however, moved by the royal elo- 
quence, construed the King’s words to imply the promise of a constitution. 
Although his inclinations were literary and artistic rather than military, his 
impulsiveness was such that once — while taking part as Crown Prince in some 
army manoeuvres — he had been so carried away by the military music and the 
clang of arms that he continued the exercise into the outskirts of Berlin, oblivi- 
ous to the panic and hundreds of shattered windows caused by the blast of his 
cannon. 

Similarly, he had been carried away at Königsberg by his bent for elocution. 
The spectacle of an absolutist ruler making public speeches to his subjects was 
so unusual, and so elated the Germans, that the Court chancellery was forced to 
issue a communiqué dispelling any misconception that ‘His All-Highest 
Majesty’ had promised to grant anything like a representative constitution. 

But the King went on speechifying. On one solemn occasion, to please his 
hankering for all things medieval, an army parade was followed by a march-past 
of the guilds with their old flags and traditional symbols. It began to rain, and 
while inside Berlin’s castle Prussia’s princes, dukes and high clergy were swear- 
ing loyalty to the King, the city and provincial representatives waiting to take 
the oath in the Lustgarten Square outside were being soaked in the downpour 
together with a huge crowd of spectators. 

A grotesque scene ensued. The King finally appeared on a balcony and 
began to harangue the people who had been waiting for two hours in the whip- 
ping rain with a long address. The crowd saw him gesticulating, but could not 
hear his words in the pelting rain. Whenever he seemed to pause, the multitude, 
hoping that he had finished, burst into loud cheers. Four times they shouted 
their hurrahs, but each time the King motioned that he had more to say. He did 
not finish before he had raised his right arm and called in a crescendo voice: ‘I 
shall keep my vow uttered here and in Königsberg, so help me God! In witness 
whereof I raise my right arm to the heaven!... and may the fructifying rain of 
God bless this hour!’38 

The impromptu allusion to the weather did nothing to reduce the bathos of 
the occasion or the uncertainty about whether the King had promised anything 
— and if so, what. If anything, Berliners began to suspect that meaningless 
declamations passed with their new monarch for deeds. 


Karl Marx was in Berlin at the time, and working on his doctoral dissertation 


on a subject which we may for the moment short-title as ‘Epicurean Philoso- 
phy’. He was 22, and had 5 years of university studies behind him, one at Bonn 
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and 4 in Berlin. By way of preliminary research he was as usual filling 7 copy- 
books with notes on, and lengthy excerpts in Greek and Latin from, the works 
of some 60 authors: starting with Aeschylus, Anaxagoras, Aristotle, their long 
list ranged through every letter of the alphabet to Cicero, Democritus, Epicu- 
rus, Hesiod, Heraclitus, on to Plutarch, Pythagoras, Seneca, Socrates, Tacitus, 
Thales, Xenophanes and Zeno. 

Dr Bruno Bauer, the moving spirit of the Berlin Doctors Club, which Marx 
had joined a couple of years earlier, had been urging him on for months to take 
his final examination in Berlin and to proceed with the dissertation. 

Bauer himself was no longer in Berlin. This principled theologian and philo- 
sopher, whose book on the Gospel of St John, published in 1840, was soon to be 
confiscated, had been penalized for his increasingly outspoken criticism of reli- 
gion and his quarrels with Hengstenberg, the powerful Dean of Berlin’s Theo- 
logical Faculty. A sympathetic Minister, Altenstein, who had more than once 
bailed him out of trouble with his superior, had in 1839 considered promoting 
him to a professorship. Bauer’s bellicosity, however, had antagonized most or all 
of his faculty colleagues, and by autumn 1839 Altenstein had decided to trans- 
fer him to a lectureship at Bonn to keep him out of harm’s way. Bauer now 
hoped to be able to install the young Marx in a lecturer’s chair in Bonn, and had 
plans and expectations for the two of them to do ‘great things’ together, though 
he was also advising the young doctorant that ‘it would be foolish of you to 
devote yourself to a practical career. Theory is now the strongest practice’.39 
Bauer kept bombarding Marx with the idea that the growing collision between 
state and science had now reached the point where a catastrophe was in the off- 
ing. He was referring to the so-called Kirchenstreit, or ‘Church dispute’, which 
had been agitating Germany since the 1837 arrest by the Prussian authorities of 
Cologne’s Archbishop Droste zu Vischering. The archbishop’s transfer to a 
Prussian fortress — the most sensational event of its kind since Napoleon had 
kidnapped the Pope — and his continued detention for insisting that the chil- 
dren of mixed Protestant-Catholic marriages must be raised in the latter faith 
had naturally become a source of festering conflict with the Vatican, and thus 
had a political side to it. But it was not that side that Bauer had in mind when he 
spoke of a catastrophe. 

Bauer called the clash of problems faced by Prussia a battle between state 
and science because one of the Prussian demands made to Droste before he was 
charged with high treason had been that the training of priests be transferred 
from his seminaries to the largely Catholic but state-controlled theological 
faculty at Bonn. Georg Hermes, the head of that ostensibly more enlightened 
and ‘scientific’ faculty, had been enlisted to help the prolonged diplomatic effort 
to settle the conflict between Prussia and Pope Gregory XVI. 
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Hermes had donc his bit by proclaiming that Catholic dogma, far from being 
in disaccord with Kant’s philosophy, actually conformed to it. To Bauer, need- 
less to say, this was neither philosophy nor science, but a perversion of both. It 
triggered a peculiar phenomenon. The chief issue that was to preoccupy 
Prussia’s new King and his subjects between 1840 and 1843, besides the vexing 
problem of the constitution, concerned neither any direct criticism of the 
King’s policies nor, for that matter, a temporary flare-up of border tension with 
France during the ‘Oriental crisis’. Rather, and significantly, what developed 
was a veritable battle over questions pertaining to the sphere of philosophy and 
metaphysics. 

Bauer was in the forefront of this battle. Its eruption was not so surprising in 
view of the fact that it was in philosophy that Prussia, more than any other 
country, had found the strongest support for its absolutism. The battle was 
between the upholders of Hegel’s ‘royal state philosophy’ — claiming to repre- 
sent the apex of human thought and the ultimate in ‘science’ ~ and various 
groups of the ‘Left’ or Young Hegelian critics of the master. 

Hegel had made his pronouncement that society, as expressed in the state, 
was the embodiment of Absolute Reason, to which the individual must neces- 
sarily submit as ‘the only framework’ assuring his ‘freedom through the rule of 
law’ in the years after the Congress of Vienna had restored the old reactionary 
order in Europe. By comparison, Prussia might at the time have appeared to 
him a progressive state. Hegel had also legitimized the king as the personifica- 
tion both of the state’s ‘reason’ and of the people’s sovereignty, and had made 
yet a third relevant pronouncement — to the effect that world-history had 
reached its highest stage in Western civilization, or, as he called it, ‘the Ger- 
manic world’. Although Hegel had said before his death that he had in mind 
‘the perfect state’, all universities had gone on invoking this ‘royal state philoso- 
phy’ as the ultimate proof that Prussia remained both the most rational and the 
most liberal of European nations. 

The situation in 1840 was that the academic old guard of orthodox Hegelians 
of the Right continued to maintain that Hegel had reconciled all contradictions 
between religion, history, philosophy and the state, and that his all-embracing 
‘world-historical system’ was final; whereas the young Left guard argued that 
precisely because it had achieved all that was possible in theory, ‘philosophy 
must now descend into the battlefield of practice and deal concretely with life 
and social conditions.’ This was the cry, launched in 1838 by August von 
Cieszkowski, which Moses Hess in 1840 was busy developing into a ‘philosophy 

of action’. 

Bauer, for his part, was ridiculing the orthodox Hegelian academics for dwel- 

ling like ‘blissful gods in patriarchal tranquillity in the realm of the Idea’ 
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bequeathed to them by Hegel. Bauer not only felt that they were living in a 
fool’s paradise; he knew that Germany was entering upon a period of extraordi- 
nary intellectual ferment. For one thing, working as he was on his Criticism of 
the Synoptic Gospels, he was himself preparing to raise a storm by presenting 
Jesus as the fictional creation of writers in Alexandria and Rome. Bauer was 
well aware that to do so in the ‘Christian-German’ state of Prussia, where the 
Established Church and the state were closely intertwined, was tantamount to 
attacking the state itself. The storm might cost him his last academic post. But 
Bauer, whom Bonn’s small, largely Catholic theological faculty treated with the 
mistrust due to one of the new-fangled Young Hegelian ‘heretics’ and trouble- 
makers, was prepared to face the consequences. 

For another thing, he was at this point convinced that philosophy had a 
topical message to offer, carrying a mighty revolutionary power and unique 
appeal. A brilliant philosopher, proud but humiliated, he was forced at Bonn to 
conceal the revolution he was preparing by dismissing Jesus as a fictional figure. 

Marx was the only one to whom Bauer dared confide that he was about to 
demolish Hegel’s famous ‘reconciliation’ of philosophy with religion, and he 
did not mince words about the explosive, world-transforming effect he 
expected: ‘The catastrophe will be terrible and far-reaching. I would almost say 
it will be greater and more terrible than that which heralded the advent of 
Christianity.’ ‘The [Prussian] state in its blindness’, Bauer argued, was vainly 
trying to hush up the issues facing it by means of ‘a Chinese police system’. But 
the more oppressive the state’s police system became, the sharper the clash of 
opposites tearing at its fabric. No one enjoyed the dialectics of this situation 
more than Bauer. Indeed, the Kirchenstreit, though originally sparked off by the 
question of mixed marriages, had thrown open not only the issue of relations 
between church and state, between Catholicism and officially Protestant 
Prussia, but a wide range of related ones, such as freedom of conscience, ratio- 
nalism versus atheism, etc. With a large Catholic population in the Prussian- 
annexed Rhineland and other parts of Germany, even such questions as the 
state’s right to scrutinize university lectures and theatre performances which — 
in the absence of a parliament — could not be normally discussed, had suddenly 
become the subject of a heated national debate, and the censors had their hands 
full. 

The dialectical thesis Bauer kept putting to the young Marx was that Prussia 
— reduced to fighting back with nothing better than stupid ‘apologetics’ and a 
repressive police system — was losing control of the situation. This was philoso- 
phy’s great opportunity: ‘Philosophy, at last coming of age under this very 
repression’, Bauer had advised Marx in March and April 1840, was now in the 
best position to lead the battle and win it too. ‘Our epoch becomes more and more 
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terrible and beautiful, he wrote. It was beautiful because the people who identi- 
fied the state with their own interests ‘have prepared their final fall, for which 
they deserve our thanks... The future is too certain to entertain even a moment’s 
doubt.’ Philosophy would ‘triumph... A single blow will be decisive. +" 

It was for this ‘blow’ that Bauer wanted to have Marx by his side in Bonn. 
His bellicose talk was on a strictly philosophical plane, though bound to have 
political implications. He kept stressing to Marx that his Bonn faculty col- 
leagues — ‘poor blockheads’, as he referred to them, when not calling them 
worse names — had not the faintest idea of ‘philosophy and its present-day sig- 
nificance’, and did not hide from him the fact that Bonn was ‘the university 
which produces the least for science’. 

He felt sure that by a joint and resolute effort, with philosophy for their wea- 
pon, the two of them would determine the outcome of the battle between 
‘science’ and the absolute state. 

At this time, Karl Marx did nothing without consulting Bruno Bauer, who 
was 10 years his senior and guiding his career. Besides, he respected Bauer for 
his sharp wit and polemical bent, second to none but his own. Bauer remained 
the spiritual head of the Doctors Club and Marx shared his belief that philoso- 
phy had reached a major turning point. As Marx was to put it in his notes for 
the dissertation: ‘Like Prometheus who stole fire from heaven and began to 
build houses and settled on the earth, so philosophy, evolved to impinge on the 
world, turns itself against the [phenomenal] world that it finds. So it is now with 
the Hegelian philosophy. 4 

Mary’s dissertation, whose full title was to be ‘On The Difference Between 
Democritus’ and Epicurus’ Philosophy of Nature’, has not survived in its entir- 
ety.43 But his very choice of subject and his description of Epicurus (341-270 
B.C.) as the ‘true radical enlightener of antiquity’ — greater than his forerunner, 
Democritus (460-370 B.C.), whom C.M. Bowra was to describe as the ancestor, 
however remote, of modern atomic physics, while Marx himself called him the 
‘foremost encyclopaedic intellect among the Greeks’ — represented the begin- 
ning of the young doctoral candidate’s departure from Hegel. 

For, contrary to Hegel’s elevation of the state and its monarch as guarantors 
of true freedom embodying the highest universal reason, Epicurus’ evaluation 
of the state was simply a function of its usefulness to its citizens. Marx treated 
Democritus’ and Epicurus’ theories of the universe from the viewpoint of their 
relation to philosophy. While Democritus’ theory that the atoms fell vertically 
subjected all phenomena, including the heavenly bodies, the gods and even the 
human mind, to immutable laws of cosmic necessity, Marx highlighted the 
innovation introduced by Epicurus’ assertion that the atoms swerved irregu- 
larly. This meant that nothing was fixed and immutable and freed the human 


666 


HEINE AND Marx: 1840-1850 


‘mind’ and ‘will’ from the inexorable laws of Democritus’ ‘total philosophy’. 

Besides stressing that Epicurus ‘openly attacked the ancient religion’ and 
describing him as the father of ‘Roman atheism, insofar as it existed’, Marx 
quoted with approval from Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura the lines in which this 
Roman poet eulogized Epicurus as the ‘Greek who first ventured to raise his 
mortal eye’ to heaven and resist ‘the monster... of oppressive religion’ threaten- 
ing mankind. 

Marx shared Bauer’s idea that a great ‘total philosophy’ such as Hegel’s was 
inevitably followed by a period of catastrophic upheaval. His interest in the 
speculative philosophic systems of the Epicureans, Stoics and Sceptics was all 
the greater as the problems faced by these late or post-Aristotelian philosophers 
seemed to him and the other Young Hegelians to bear a striking resemblance to 
their own situation after Hegel. There was a faint basis to this analogy in the 
sense that the Greeks had discussed the relations between man, reason and their 
gods engaged in lusty antics and vengeful plots and wondered whether the gods 
themselves were not subject to some higher cosmic principle or ‘necessity’ gov- 
erning the world. Hegel had enthroned the absolute as governing the world 
order, and the kings as its bearers, and now his disciples faced the consequences. 
In drawing a parallel with the Greeks in his notes for the dissertation, Marx 
alluded to its bearing on the contemporary situation in Germany in veiled but 
unmistakable terms: ‘[In] the storm that follows a great, a world-philosophy’, he 
wrote, ‘someone who does not appreciate this historical necessity must conse- 
quently deny that man could continue to live at all after a total philosophy’; or 
else — he went on in a stab at the old guard of the Hegelian ‘Right’ — he could 
only claim ‘with some of our misguided Hegelians that mediocrity is the usual 
form in which absolute mind appears; but a mediocrity that gives itself out to be 
the normal appearance of the absolute has itself degenerated into a boundless 
pretension.’ As against this, defining the more courageous course available to the 
inheritors of a total philosophy, he held up the example of Themistocles, who 


when Athens was threatened with destruction, persuaded the Athe- 
nians to quit their city completely and found a new Athens on 
another element, the sea. Nor should we forget that the period that 
follows such catastrophes is an iron one, happy if it is marked by 
titanic struggles, lamentable if it is like the centuries that limp 
behind the great periods of art and busy themselves with imitating in 
wax, plaster and copper what sprang from Carrara marble like Pallas 
Athene from the head of Zeus, father of the gods.+ 


Instead, the Epicurean, Stoic and Sceptic philosophers had gone on to found a 
‘new Athens’ which, becoming the model for Rome, shaped the rationalist 
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philosophy of a new empire. Theirs had been one of those ‘unhappy and iron’ 
periods following upon a total philosophy, when the ‘gods are dead and the new 
goddess has as yet only the obscure form of fate, of pure light or of pure dark- 
ness.’ Marx suggested, however, that the unhappiness is due to the fact that the 
‘soul of the period shapes itself on all sides in isolation’. The new goddess of 
thought ‘still lacks the colours of the day’ ~ until she happily finds the ‘subjec- 
tive consciousness’ of the philosopher who will objectify thought’s relation to 
reality: ‘Thus, the Stoic and Epicurean philosophies were the happiness of 
their time. Thus, the nightbutterfly, when the universal sun has sunk, seeks the 
lamplight of a private person.” The new generation of Hegelians could either 
limp behind the past or make a clean break like their Greek precursors, and look 
to the future. 

Marx, who had started making notes for his doctoral thesis at the end of 
1839, Jeft the main work on it for the second half of 1840. He spent the early 
months of that year on a book debunking the travestied philosophy of Hermes, 
the former Bonn faculty head, who had meanwhile become the editor of 
Cologne’s clerical Ké/nische Zeitung. He sent the manuscript to Bauer together 
with a letter to the publisher Marcus. The letter no longer exists, but it says 
something of the young author’s unworldliness and crude arrogance that 
Bauer decided not to deliver it, and wrote: ‘Perhaps you might write in such 
terms to your washerwoman, but not to a publisher whose good will you want 
to win.’46 

As for Marx’s manuscript, Bauer took it personally to Marcus, who 

rejected it out of hand. The anti-Hermes book, which was in fact never pub- 
lished, was only one of several inconclusive projects — another was a book on 
Hegel’s religious philosophy — which Marx toyed with or made a start on 
while preparing his dissertation. Bauer, living like a recluse at Bonn, had 
urged him in the spring of 1840 to stop ‘dithering’ and go through with the 
‘farce’ of his final examination in Berlin. He had also advised him how to 
apply for a lecturer’s licence and did not hide from his young confidant his 
loneliness among his bigoted faculty colleagues, or his impatience to see him 
by his side in Bonn. 

In the autumn, however, Marx was making such extensive notes for the dis- 
sertation that they far surpassed its central theme. He saw the dissertation — as 
he was to explain in a Preface he prefixed to it upon its completion — merely as 
‘the preliminary to a larger work’ he meant to produce on ‘the cycle of Epi- 
curean, Stoic and Sceptic philosophies’. Their speculative systems, he 
declared, were the key to the ‘true history of Greek philosophy and the Greek 
mind in general.” And, with all due respect to Hegel, he chided this ‘giant 
thinker’ for having failed to recognize their prime importance. In quoting 
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David Hume on the ‘sovereign views of philosophy’ being demeaned ‘when she 
is compelled on every occasion to defend herself... and justify herself in the 
eyes of every art and science... One is put in mind of a king who is accused of 
high treason against his own subjects’,4® Marx seemed to be echoing Bauer’s 
‘Philosophy has come of age’. But his conception and approach were as original 
and challenging as his admiration of ‘the Greeks [who] will always remain our 
teachers’ was genuine. He presented Epicurus as the ethical and wise philoso- 
pher who accepted no outside ‘knowledge’ or doctrine, refused to submit to 
Democritus’ materialist ‘necessity’, and scrutinized everything with a calm and 
independent mind. Making Epicurus the spokesman of his own credo, Marx 
wrote in the Preface: ‘Philosophy, so long as a drop of blood still pulses in her 
world-conquering, absolutely free heart, will always cry out to her opponents, 
with Epicurus: “Godless is not he who destroys the gods of the multitude, but 
he who foists the conceptions of the multitude onto the gods.” 

But of all things in Greek antiquity it was the mythological hero of Aeschy- 
lus’ Prometheus Bound that caught Marx’s imagination and impressed itself for 
life on his rebellious mind. In the notes for his dissertation he spoke of the 
‘titanic struggle’ of the philosophers under review. But already before he was 20 
Marx’s own titanic ‘P had sounded a note of Promethean defiance in a poem in 
which a kind of superman or demiurge scornfully promised to fling his gauntlet 
‘full in the face of the world’. By the time Marx wrote the Preface to his disser- 
tation, the disdainful attitude towards God and the existing world reflected in 
his earlier poem appeared to have been no mere tempestuous expression of a 
youthful Romantic mood. Now he not only openly identified with Prometheus 
but adopted him as the all-time standard-bearer of philosophy from antiquity 
to modernity. Quoting the confession which Aeschylus had put into the mouth 
of Prometheus, Marx wrote: ‘Philosophy makes no secret of it. The confession 
of Prometheus: “In a word, I detest all the gods” is her own confession, her own 
slogan against all the gods of heaven and earth who do not recognize man’s 
self-consciousness as the highest divinity. There shall be none other beside it.’49 

‘Self-consciousness as the highest divinity’ was of course a notion that would 
have perplexed Aeschylus himself when he wrote his Prometheus trilogy, in the 
two lost plays of which he had ‘the heartless’ Zeus in the end release the rebel 
from the mountain rock in the Caucasus, as though to show that ‘the fulfilment 
of power is in reason and justice’.°° 

Marx did not mention this. In the Preface he transformed the myth of 
Prometheus into a vehicle serviceable across the ages for his own philosophy, 
and taking Prometheus’ defiance for his motto, flung it in the face of the acade- 
mic establishment — which was full of Hegel’s old faithfuls and other support- 
ers of a quietist status quo — by concluding with the words: 
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To the pitiful March hares who rejoice at the apparently worsened 
civil position of philosophy, she repeats the answer given by Prome- 
theus to Hermes, the servant of the gods: ‘Be sure of this. ] would 
not change my evil plight for your servility. I would rather be chained 
to this rock than spend my life as Father Zeus’s faithful messenger.’ 
Prometheus is the foremost saint and martyr in the philosopher’s cal- 


endar,5! 


Marx was now a confirmed atheist. In an Appendix to the dissertation he dispa- 
raged Schelling’s, Kant’s and even Hegel’s conceptions of God. Schelling 
having lately broached a mystic ‘philosophy of revelation’ which belied his 
younger days, Marx reminded him that in 1795 he had written, “The time has 
come to proclaim to the better part of humanity the freedom of minds’ and 
asked sarcastically: ‘If the time had already come in 1795, what about the year 
1841? Of Kant, who had summed up the ontological proofs of the existence of 
God under the heading of speculative reason, Marx wrote that this means 
nothing because imagination could be as powerful as reality: ‘Has a real Thaler 
any existence except in the imagination’... Bring paper money into a country 
where its usage is unknown, and everyone will laugh at your subjective imagina- 
tion. Come with your gods into a country where other gods are worshipped and 
you will be shown to suffer from fantasies and abstractions.’ 

As for Hegel, Marx observed that he had ‘turned all the theological proofs of 
the existence of God upside down, that is, he rejected them in order to justify 
them.’ Marx then asked: ‘What kind of clients are those whom the defending 
lawyer can only save from conviction by killing them himself? For instance, 
Hegel interpreted the conclusion from the world to God as meaning: “Since the 
accidental does not exist, God or Absolute exists.” However, the theological 
demonstration is the opposite: “Since the accidental has true being, God 
exists.” God is the guarantee for the world of the accidental. It is obvious that 
the reverse can also be'said.’ 

Summing up this part of the Appendix, Marx wrote that ‘all proofs of the 
existence of God are proof of his non-existence. They are refutations of all 
concepts of a God.’ The true proofs would sound the reverse of this: 


‘Because nature is poorly contrived, God is.’ ‘Because the world is 
irrational, therefore God exists.’ ‘Because there is no thought, there 
is God.’ But what does all this say, except that, ‘to him to whom the 
world is irrational, and who is himself irrational, God is? Or irra- 


tionality is the existence of God.’5? 


670 


23 


Georg Herwegh, ‘The Iron Lark of Revolution’ ; 
Heine on Ludwig Borne 


Though Karl Marx was hoping to publish his dissertation, developed into a 
larger work, it was not at all clear which way the new King of Prussia would go. 
Friedrich Wilhelm IV showed his nation a double face. Having inaugurated his 
reign with an amnesty of political prisoners, he relaxed the censorship regula- 
tions. The Grimm brothers — who had been sacked from Géttingen University 
for their political views — were appointed to the Berlin Academy of Sciences 
and the nationalist Ernst Moritz Arndt was restored to the Bonn University 
chair from which he had been dismissed 20 years earlier. Even the normally 
bitter Dr Bauer was momentarily moved, after taking part at a festive dinner in 
honour of Arndt’s return, to write to his brother Edgar on 25 July 1840: ‘My 
name was called; I had to rise; the enthusiasm with which I joined the celebra- 
tion was boundless. I embraced Arndt; hurray, I am to be allowed to be part of 
the faculty! I was supremely happy.” 

His euphoria was short-lived. After a brief intermezzo or ‘honeymoon’, 
during which the King toyed with various reforms, he began to go the other 
way. He adorned his court with such cosmopolitan and liberal-minded figures 
as Prince Piickler-Muskau and Alexander von Humboldt, but also packed the 
court and his Cabinet with so many conservative Junkers and orthodox Pietists 
that the role of Humboldt — the world-famous natural scientist — was eventually 
reduced to reading aloud from the Journal des Débats, while the King indulged 
in his favourite pastime and drew landscapes or made architectural sketches. 
When the post of Minister of Education and Public Worship became vacant on 
the death of the liberal Altenstein — Bauer’s protector — the King appointed the 
reactionary Eichhorn, who was sure to tighten control over Prussia’s universi- 
ties. 

Worse things were to follow by the time Marx had everything ready to apply 
for his PhD diploma. At the end of February 1841, three or four weeks before 
he wrote the Preface to his dissertation, a sensational pamphlet titled ‘Four 
Questions by an East Prussian’ was distributed all over Berlin and in other cities. 
The anonymous pamphlet, which was promptly confiscated, created a great stir 
because its author had sent a copy of it to the King and had signed his name to 
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it: Dr Johann Jacoby of Königsberg. In his ‘Four Questions’, Jacoby, a ‘bour- 
geois-democrat’ member of the East Prussian Diet, and otherwise a well-known 
physician, went straight to the heart of the issue of the promised constitution 
which Friedrich Wilhelm IV had been trying to bury under a mountain of sten- 
torian but evasive rhetoric. In clear and reasoned arguments, Jacoby pointed out 
that the people were entitled to a parliament not as an act of mercy but ‘as of 
right’, and not only because they had reached maturity but because the constitu- 
tion solemnly promised by the previous King his father was anchored in legisla- 
tion promulgated on 22 May 1815 as part of the Federal Act of the German 
Bund. 

The King’s response was swift and brutal. Although Jacoby’s sole crime was 
no more than an infringement of censorship regulations, he was subjected to a 
month-long interrogation. He was then charged, first, with rebellious incite- 
ment; next, with /ése majesté, punishable with 4 years’ incarceration in a fortress; 
and finally with high treason, punishable with death. There followed a judicial 
rigmarole as the case wandered from lower to higher courts at the same rate 
as the charges proferred became ever more grave. The Supreme Court in 
Königsberg, doubting that there was a case for high treason, declared itself 
incompetent and sent the case back to Berlin. The King thereupon issued a 
Kabinettsordre instructing it to continue the proceedings. Paul Jacoby in his 
turn insisted that he wanted a fair trial, not in Konigsberg, where his fellow- 
burghers might be prejudiced in his favour, but in Berlin. He got his way, and 
the Berlin Supreme Court eventually sentenced him to two and a half years of 
hard labour in a fortress and the loss of his civic honour. 

The protracted Jacoby affair, which was to last for three years and to end 
with his complete rehabilitation by the Supreme Court, kept the issue of the 
constitution alive. While Jacoby himself, though defamed by the East Prussian 
Junkers for being ‘of the accursed seed of Jacob who denied Jesus’, became a 
national hero for his courageous stand, the absurdity of the situation in abso- 
lutist Prussia was to be shown up in August 1842 when the state declared that 
any mention of one of its own laws — that of 22 May 1815, invoked by Jacoby — 
constituted incitement and its appearance in print was forbidden.” 

The cogency of Jacoby’s arguments in ‘Four Questions’, however, could not 
be spirited away and from the moment of its publication his pamphlet had a 
lightning effect which has been compared to that of the Abbé Sieyés’s mani- 
festo ‘Qu’est-ce que le Tiers Etat?’ defining the Third Estate’s aspiration to be 
recognized as a parliament on the eve of the French Revolution.3 

In Prussia there was no revolution, but the high expectations placed by Ger- 
many’s freedom-hungry democrats in Friedrich Wilhelm IV were severely sha- 
ken, even as the King’s honeymoon with liberalism seemed to continue. For 
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while pamphlets had been excluded from the censorship relaxation, cartoons 
were permitted. The King himself, who in his adolescent days had been warned 
by his tutor ~ J.P.E Ancillon, a Huguenot theologian and historian — that doo- 
dling away his time drawing pencil sketches ‘may be a very useful occupation 
for a good-for-nothing, but the state is not a Gothic temple and no people have 
ever been ruled by means of Romantic drawings,’ continued to spend much of 
his time drawing sketches of medieval castles. Although his favourite play was 
Ludwig Tieck’s outmoded ‘Puss in Boots’ (Der gestiefelte Kater), he also con- 
ceived and personally supervised great schemes for turning Berlin into a cul- 
tural centre rivalling Paris. He staged poetry readings and musical fétes at 
Sans-Souci and went to great lengths to entice the celebrated Meyerbeer away 
from his successes at the Paris Grand’ Opéra in favour of a post as General- 
Musikdirektor in the Prussian capital. But he remained intent on pressing 
Prussia into what a contemporary soon called a glorified medieval mould, ‘full 
of priests, knights and serfs’. An illustrious scholar like Alexander von Hum- 
boldt was increasingly disturbed — as were the few other liberals and free- 
thinkers at court, such as Piickler-Muskau and Heine’s friend Varnhagen von 
Ense — by His All-Highest Majesty’s all-knowing tone and by his pietist 
endeavour to ‘christianize’ science. 

This endeavour, which Dr Bauer was girding himself to fight from his chair 
in Bonn, was soon to be felt at the universities as the King’s new Minister of 
Education began sedulously to scrutinize lists of their academic staffs with a 
view to removing those suspected as ‘radical’ Hegelians. 

No wonder then that Bauer, in the spring of 1841, after the start of the 
Jacoby affair, felt that he must hang on to his lectureship at Bonn and tread a 
cautious path lest anyone get wind of ‘the blow’ he was preparing. At the same 
time he kept a sober watch over the progress of Marx’s dissertation. On 12 
April, he warned him to cut out the confession of Prometheus — ‘I detest all the 
Gods’ — and under no circumstances to write anything that might give prema- 
ture offence ‘and furnish the blockheads with a convenient scandal and a 
weapon to exclude you for a long time from a university chair... Once you are in 
the chair you can say anything you like.’® 

Marx, however, had already sent off the dissertation to Jena University. He 
had chosen Jena on Bauer’s advice, because its small university — at which 
Fichte and Hegel had once taught — required no public examination such as he 
would have been obliged to undergo in Berlin, where he also faced some risk of 
being blackballed because of his friendship with Bauer. At Jena, on the other 
hand, he could count on the support of a liberal professor of literature, Oskar 
Ludwig Wolff, whom he approached with a request to ‘expedite the sending 
over of the diploma’. 
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Indeed, on 15 April, a week after he submitted his dissertation, Jena Univer- 
sity granted him — with despatch and in his absence — the degree of ‘Doctoris 
Philosophiae Honores’. Shortly afterwards he left Berlin and returned to his 
native Trier, where both his mother and his fiancée were anxiously waiting for 
him. He had dedicated the dissertation to Jenny’s father ‘Privy Councillor Herr 
Ludwig von Westphalen’ as ‘a mark of filial love’. In a rare emotional outpour- 
ing Marx turned his dedication into a veritable hymn to his future father-in- 
law. Holding him up to ‘all those who doubt the power of the Idea’ as a man 
who welcomed ‘every progress of the time with enthusiasm’, he extolled the 71- 
year-old baron as an idealist who 


recognizes the Truth before which all the intellects of the world 
appear, not recoiling from the shadow of retrograde ghosts in the oft- 
darkened skies of the age — and, with divine energy and assured, 
manly look, sees through all the masquerades into the Empyrean, 
which burns in the heart of the world,’ 


a paean which sounds almost as if Marx was settling accounts with his own late 
father. But his father had shown little enthusiasm for the Hegelian ‘Idea’ and no 
understanding for Karl’s irresistible philosophic drive to penetrate to the heav- 
enly fire ‘which burns in the heart of the world’; on the contrary, in his practical 
concern for Karl and the family he meant to found with Jenny, Heinrich Marx 
had tried to keep his eyes to the ground and urged him to apply his talents to a 
socially acceptable career. 

“You, Fatherly Friend’, Marx went on in his dedication to Westphalen, ‘have 
always been a living proof that Idealism is not merely a fancy but a reality. Phys- 
ical well-being, I do not have to entreat for you. The mind is a great magical 
physician to whom you have entrusted yourself.’ As Kiinzli, analyzing these 
things in depth, was to remark, neither ‘the great magical physician’ — the mind 
— nor the supportive friendship of the Baron were to have it in their power to 
cure Mary’s inner alienation or the unresolved conflict with his father, whose 
heritage ‘he denied, but who remained a piece of himself’. 

As for his mother, nothing is known of what went on between her and Karl 
during his stay in Trier, where the new doctor of philosophy celebrated his 23rd 
birthday in May, except that — as part of the liquidation of his father’s estate — 
they signed an official Evbvertrag (inheritance settlement) before a notary. 

The document was signed on 23 June 1841.9 Henriette Marx gave Karl 750 
Thaler as an advance against his share in her future estate. But these financial 
matters apart, and notwithstanding the fulsome dedication to Jenny’s father, 
there was a cloud over his visit. For according to a surviving, if badly preserved, 
letter written by Henriette Marx in May 1840, none of the Westphalens, except 
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for Jenny, had so much as paid her a condolence visit in the two years which had 
by then elapsed since her husband’s death. ‘The girl one is in love with may 
possess the most beautiful and sublime virtues’, Karl’s mother remarked to him 
in this letter, ‘yet every family has a fundamental characteristic... That of the 
W.[Westphalen] family is that they either exalt you to heaven or tread you 
underfoot, they know no proper juste milieu relationship.’ 

As far as can be made out from the partly torn letter, the rift had been trig- 
gered by Marx’s making an unfortunate remark about Jenny and/or members 
of her family. The Westphalens, hearing about it from a third party, took 
offence. What pained Karl’s mother was that, although the third party ~ a Herr 
Schlink — later apologized, Jenny’s parents continued to ignore her ‘as though 
they had never known me’. But there was a wider background to these hurt 
feelings. It appears from the letter that the ‘good Councillor’ (Jenny’s father) 
had come under pressure from the bigoted and uppity children of his ‘uradelig’ 
(genuinely aristocratic) first wife not to go through with Jenny’s marriage to her 
‘Jewish-born fiance’. Jenny’s half-sister Lisette and her reactionary half-brother 
Ferdinand, together with their snobbish, pietist, anti-Semitic von Krosigk and 
Florencourt spouses are presumed to have been the unnamed branch of the 
Westphalens whom Karl’s mother had in mind when she wrote that “They 
wanted to break off the relationship [i.e., Jenny’s betrothal], which would have 
caused you the greatest unhappiness.’’° 

Henriette Marx added that only ‘exaggerated maternal Jove’ had made her 
bear this humiliating treatment: ‘They would have shown me greater respect if 
I had told them, Do as you like, I do not care.’ She had indeed suffered in 
silence without mentioning anything to Karl for two years. In her 1840 letter 
she made a point of noting that ‘the good Councillor’ himself had not been 
among the ‘active’ instigators of the boycott against her. But, for all ‘the manly 
look’ Karl admired in him, he had apparently kowtowed to his relatives, for, as 
she put it, ‘he was not allowed to visit us any longer.’ Ironically, Karl’s angst- 
ridden father had warned him early on that there was an ‘imbalance’ in the 
social circumstances of the two families and that ‘the judgment of relatives... is 
not to be trifled with.’ 

In any case, the rift marked the beginning of what Karl Marx two years later 
was to call ‘the most violent battles’ Jenny had to fight, ‘partly against her 
pietistic aristocratic relatives’ and ‘partly against my own family’.'' It cannot 
have made his visit to Trier a happy one. 

As for Jenny, who was 27 and engaged to him for 5 years now, she was soon 
to miss his presence again but to go on loving him by correspondence. For he 
was to leave at the beginning of July. Philosophy and Bauer’s promise of a lec- 
tureship were calling him to Bonn. But he was still in Trier when the next 
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public storm to agitate Germany simultaneously with the Jacoby affair broke in 
May. The protagonist in this case was Prince Piickler-Muskau. This widely 
travelled, eccentric aristocrat had an estate which was famous both for its 
gardens — which were a European showpiece — and for his exotic concubine, 
Machbuba, a slave-girl he had acquired on his travels. It was on this estate that 
Laube had spent 18 months of house-arrest until 1839. Married to a daughter 
of Hardenberg, Prussia’s late Chancellor, Piickler-Muskau enjoyed the King’s 
friendship. But he was an admirer of Heine, who was later to dedicate one of 
his works to him, and also a great ladies’ man. Adored by hostesses in Berlin, 
Paris and other European capitals for his combination of charm and wit, he 
was too worldly-wise and sophisticated to share Friedrich Wilhelm’s pietism. 
Varnhagen was later to record in his diary that, after a formal evening at court, 
Piickler-Muskau would come to his house for some refreshing free conversa- 
tion. 

In 1841 they had much to say about the furore aroused by the publication 
in May of a volume of verse called ‘Poems of a Living Man’ (Gedichte eines 
Lebendigen), which was a mocking attack on a book Piickler-Muskau had pub- 
lished anonymously during the 1830s. The author of the offending book was a 
young poet, Georg Herwegh, who had also created a tempest by attacking 
Germany’s most popular poet at the time, Ferdinand Freiligrath, who in the 
name of ‘pure art’ and his belief that poets had better things to do than mix in 
political party strife, had written: 


The poet stands on a loftier watch-tower 
Than on the party battlements. 1? 


In the name of ‘engaged literature’, young Herwegh replied: 


Be a man: For or against? 

And your slogan: Slave or free? 

The gods themselves stepped down from Olympus 
And fought on the party battlements. "3 


Not that Germany’s so-called ‘democrats’ had any party programme or other 
battlements to fight on. In the absence of a parliament, they had no practical 
experience of politics or party organization. Nor did Herwegh live in Germany. 
A spoiled mother’s son who had abandoned his theology studies and then 
deserted the Prussian army, running away to Switzerland, he was 24 when he 
published his ‘Poems of a Living Man’ in Zurich. In the general frustration 
created by the Prussian King’s unwillingness to grant any political reforms, he 
expressed the yearnings of German youth for a literature reflecting their inter- 
ests and the spirit of the age. His attack on Piickler-Muskau’s book made him 
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the instant hero of Germany’s young radical and ‘democratic’ intellectuals even 
before he challenged Freiligrath’s position. 

The genesis of ‘Letters of a Deceased Man’ was as piquant as the circum- 
stances of Piickler-Muskau’s marriage to his wife Lucie. This daughter of 
Prince Hardenberg was 40 years old when she abandoned her previous husband 
in order to marry the suave Piickler, who was 9 years her junior and had been 
courting one of her young daughters. The couple lived happily for some 10 
years or so. When his fortune began to dwindle disastrously, they decided by 
common consent on a divorce, with the express idea that he should marry some 
rich heiress to save his estate. The prince thereupon set out on a leisurely tour 
of Western Europe, interrupted by occasional visits to his divorced Lucie, and 
the first two volumes of ‘Letters of a Deceased Man’, subtitled ‘A Fragmentary 
Diary from England, Wales, Ireland and France’, were followed during the 
1830s by more volumes of ‘Letters from Germany, Holland and England’. 
These consisted of practically daily letters he sent her from those countries, 
reporting on his adventures and experiences in the course of his quest for a 
wealthy bride. 

His anonymous collection, publicly praised by Goethe, was at first attributed 
to Heine, for Piickler’s cosmopolitan outlook and his casual tone of a man-of- 
the-world observing society gave the books a ‘modern’ ring rare in Germany at 
the time. His travels spanned a full decade, at the end of which he returned 
home with the exotic Machbuba but without a wealthy bride. Princess Lucie, 
whatever her feelings, never wavered in her love for Piickler; they resumed their 
life together and he is said to have been extremely devoted to her. Their harmo- 
nious relationship was in fact to continue into old age.'+ 

In 1840, Georg Herwegh, barely arrived in Switzerland, had made a name 
for himself by publishing a number of rousing poems. In June of that year he 
recited one of them at Strasbourg at the unveiling of David d’Angers’s bronze 
statue of Gutenberg, commemorating 400 years since the invention of printing. 
In this poem Herwegh called on all people to awake and stand up like a single 
army: ‘Forward to battle!/Gutenberg carries our banner’. 

Although the reason why people should stand up and fight was not made 
clear, Herwegh’s stanzas had a libertarian ring with their references to Guten- 
berg, the printed word, press freedom. He was an extremely handsome young 
man and quickly became the darling of the German colony in Zurich. 

Some 10 scholars hounded as radicals in Germany had found a haven at the 
University of Zurich since its foundation in 1834. The case of Georg Büchner, 
who had.been forced to flee Giessen in the Grand Duchy of Hesse and com- 
pleted his play Woyzeck while lecturing on medicine in Zurich, has been men- 
tioned before. Biichner had died at the beginning of 1837, but his flatmate, 
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Wilhelm Schulz — another runaway from Giessen — taught political science in 
Zurich, and by 1840 more German émigré lecturers and professors were 
employed there. 

The Nestor of Zurich’s otherwise mixed German colony was an earlier 
student leader from Giessen, Adolph August Follen, a domineering and eccen- 
tric person. In the years after the Congress of Vienna, Follen had attracted 
immense notoriety in Germany as the head of the so-called ‘Blacks’ of Giessen, 
the patriotic student fraternity which had been most violent in the Burschen- 
schaft demonstrations against the continuing political division of Germany. 
Before making a sensational escape to Switzerland from prison in 1821, he had 
called for ‘daggers, rifles and axes’ against Metternich and the Holy Alliance, 
and dreamt of establishing a German empire oddly combining Teutomaniac 
and democratic features. 

Follen, who had married a rich Swiss miller’s daughter, lived in an imposing 
house waggishly called the Kaiserburg. The ceiling of its main hall was deco- 
rated with the imperial double eagle holding in its claws the sceptre and the 
imperial orb, while a portrait on the wall showed Follen dressed in the full 
regalia of a German emperor. For ‘he could never forget’ — wrote a member of 
his circle — that Germany’s befuddled and intoxicated Burschenschaftler had 
once seen in him the man destined to be Germany’s new Kaiser. 

By the time Herwegh arrived in Zurich, Follen had become an influential 
member of the Grand Council ruling the canton of Zurich. In the young poet’s 
bombast and revolutionary fervour, Follen may have seen the image of his own 
youthful self. He invited Herwegh to live in his house and it was in the bizarre 
atmosphere of the Kaiserburg that Herwegh wrote his ‘Poems of a Living 
Man’. 

Julius Fröbel, a younger German professor of mineralogy at Zurich Univer- 
sity — who since his arrival had likewise married a rich local girl and acquired 
Swiss citizenship — heard Herwegh’s provocative poems at a reading arranged 
by Follen. A practical-minded idealist, Fröbel had long realized that Switzer- 
land was an excellent location for printing and distributing into nearby Ger- 
many ‘democratic’ literature not subject to mutilation by censorship. With his 
wife’s money and more capital from his father-in-law, he founded a publishing 
firm in Zurich, the Literary Comptoir, which began its existence by launching 
Herwegh’s poems into the world. 

Although the book was promptly banned in Prussia, copies were smuggled 
into the country, and the success of the volume lampooning Piickler’s collection 
of letters exceeded all expectations. The mocking arrows Herwegh directed at 
the prince’s hedonism, his weary distractions and the aristocratic world he 
stood for, coupled with his ringing calls for ‘action’ and his catchy rhymes, went 


678 


GEORG HERWEGH; HEINE ON BORNE 


straight to the hearts of the young, who took up his cry to ‘Tear the crosses out 
of the earth!/Turn them all into swords!’'5 and sang the verses while brandish- 
ing their beer jugs. Herwegh’s message, however, was not at all clear. But for the 
revolutionary sound of ‘swords’, his political ideas remained vague and unde- 
fined. Nevertheless his fiery stanzas gave the drinking, singing students a hazy, 
satisfying feeling that they were striking a blow against tyranny. 

Later in 1841 Ferdinand Freiligrath, a talented 31-year-old former commer- 
cial clerk, published a poem, ‘Aus Spanien’ (‘From Spain’). An earlier volume of 
wildly passionate poems had won him acclaim as Germany’s leading lyrical 
poet. Steering clear of the topics of the day and evoking outlandish scenes in 
the style of Victor Hugo’s Les Orientales, his early poems had a success which 
enabled Freiligrath to leave his job and retire to Weimar. Now, in ‘Aus Spanien’, 
written in the ferment created by Herwegh, Freiligrath affirmed the poet’s 
aloofness from the political market-place and held up the artist’s vocation as 
affording him a loftier vantage point than that possible ‘on the party battle- 
ments’. His conservative stand won Freiligrath an annual pension of 300 
Thaler from the approving King, and together with another recipient of the 
royal favour he moved to a small resort on the Rhine, to be away from the fray 
and write poetry. 

Although this gave Herwegh the occasion to ridicule the two of them for their 
‘servility’ in a poem titled ‘Duet of the Pensioners’, it was Freiligrath who was 
ultimately to emerge as the true revolutionary poet. But at the time, Herwegh’s 
‘battle’ with Freiligrath and his attack on Piickler (which was indirectly aimed at 
the King) combined to gain him an extraordinary reputation. As his ‘Poems of a 
Living Man’ went into edition after edition, his rise marked the beginning of a 
new trend in Germany, the so-called Tendenzdichtung, ‘engaged’ or committed 
literature. The lyrical poets had stepped into the political vacuum, and Frdbel’s 
Literary Comptoir, which he had founded to ‘promote the awakening political 
spirit in Germany’, was to become a centre for the dissemination of some of the 
first ‘Communist’ literature across the border into Germany. 

Before the end of 1841, Franz Liszt was setting two of Herwegh’s poems, 
including the popular ‘Rheinweinlied, to music. Herwegh himself, catapulted to 
fame as the most daring of all ‘political lyricists’ of the German tongue — of 
whom altogether 4 were to achieve some note — was visiting Paris. Dingelstedt, 
another of the 4, was already there, and together they paid homage to George 
Sand’s championship of the oppressed, informing her that ‘Germany’s youth 
loves you and deifies you’. They announced at large the imminent springtime of 
German revolution. 

‘Books’, Herwegh declared, ‘have lost their intrisic value — they count only if 
they instigate to action.’ Young, handsome and romantic, cocky and eloquent, 
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Herwegh with his radical talk — deprecating the Muses and his own poetry, 
extolling Proudhon and calling for deeds like some angry young Robespierre — 
made an impression in some of the most elegant Paris salons. 

‘Give me action!’ he would cry. Starting in 1841, he was to make one splash 
after another. A tragi-comic audience he later had with King Friedrich Wilhelm 
IV was to have unexpected consequences directly affecting Karl Marx’s future. 
Bakunin was so captivated by his dash and luxurious lifestyle that had Herwegh 
‘gone to America’, he wrote, ‘I would have followed him even there.’ For a time, 
Herwegh was to be the lover of the comtesse d’Agoult and, before making a 
final splash of notoriety by destroying Herzen’s marriage, the flamboyant poet 
was to stage in 1848 a march-past through the streets of Paris in 1848 of ‘the 
Herwegh Legion’ on its way ‘to liberate Germany’. 

The aftermath of that march, however, was to show him up as a political 
nonentity. Vainglorious to a degree, lacking character and judgment, he was 
easily intoxicated by his own fiery lyrics. A lascivious playboy, he was as spoilt 
and self-indulgent as the blasé Piickler-Muskau, though lacking his wit. 

Only Heine saw through Herwegh from the very beginning and recognized 
his verbal fireworks for what they were. Herwegh’s notoriety and the feverish 
enthusiasm he stirred in Germany’s youth and her democrats in general had yet 
to reach their peak when Herwegh arrived to be féted in Paris in December 
1841. That same month, after meeting him, Heine wrote his poem, “To Georg 
Herwegh’, in which he pricked him for announcing a false spring. Heine 
doubted that Germany was ready for revolution. 

Although much of the new Tendenzdichtung produced by Herwegh and a 
couple of other political lyricists was to turn out to be mere noise and bravado, 
the hugely successful ‘Poems of a Living Man’ gave voice to a beginning German 
opposition of sorts, however amorphous. In other ways, too, the 1840-41 period 
was one of great ferment. It was against the background of the illusory hope of 
imminent revolution stirred by Herwegh in the breasts of Germany’s beer-swill- 
ing youth and its frustrated intellectuals that Heine’s Ludmig Borne. A Memorial 
caused a double outrage lasting from the summer of 1840 on through most of 
1841. During the same period Moses Hess wrote and published The European 
Triarchy, the book in which Marx was to find the synthesis of German philoso- 
phy, French revolutionary practice and English economic experience that even- 
tually became the theoretical foundation of Marxism. Bakunin, newly arrived in 
Germany, went through long months of acclimatization in 1840 and 1841 before 
he began to feel the pangs of that hoped-for rebirth which was to lead him to the 
proclamation of a philosophy of revolution of his own. 

Marx, having obtained his doctorate and moved to Bonn, was to remain 
there until the end of 1841. While Dr Bruno Bauer was honing philosophy into 
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the ultimate weapon for the destruction of Prussia’s police system and clerical 
tendencies, Marx kept expanding his dissertation into the larger work of the 
cycle of Epicurean, Stoic and Sceptic philosophies. As late as the winter of 
1841 he was still hoping to publish its ‘preliminary’, the dissertation, which was 
in fact not to appear in print during his lifetime. 

Nor was his larger work ever completed. There were ‘political and philo- 
sophical affairs of quite another kind’, as he called them, which brought all 
these plans to nought. At the same time they blocked his path to a lectureship 
and the distinguished career for which he seemed virtually predestined. 


Heine had originally called his polemic against Borne simply The Life of Ludwig 
Borne (Leben Ludwig Bornes in German), but had then decided on a more effec- 
tive title: Ludmig Borne. A Memorial (Eine Denkschrift). He was still in Paris on 23 
July 1840 when he received the galley proofs and saw to his ‘horror’ that Campe 
had high-handedly changed this to Heinrich Heine tiber Ludwig Borne (‘Heinrich 
Heine on Ludwig Borne’). As the German word ‘über’ can be taken to mean 
either ‘on’ or ‘about’, Heine felt this unfortunate world-play was sure to cause 
affront as an example of his sheer presumption. He promptly asked Campe to 
change the new ‘abominable’ title ‘without fail’. Ignoring this protest, Campe 
published the book under the unauthorized title of his own devising. He claimed 
that it was too late to change it and gave other lame excuses. If, as it seems, he 
wished to add outrage to Heine’s most provocative book, he succeeded. 

Borne, who had died in 1837, had been Metternich’s foremost critic for 20 
years. No fewer than 3,000 of the then 15,000-strong German colony in Paris 
had attended his funeral. In Germany, too, Borne’s high principles and exem- 
plary life had earned him the respect of friends, followers and opponents alike, 
including liberal-minded circles who did not share his radical views. Death had 
added a halo to his name. In his book, Heine was not only attacking a dead man, 
but one in whom Germany’s democratic elements had come to see, in contem- 
porary language, ‘the holy hero’ of ‘ultra-liberalism’. It was this growing myth 
that Heine set out to destroy and he did so in a manner which produced how!s 
of ‘sacrilege’. 

But Ludwig Borne. A Memorial was more than a savage polemic; otherwise it 
would hardly have become the subject of a controversy that was to flare up again 
and again in the 20th century. The conlict between the two men had started in 
the passionate days following the July Revolution in Paris, when Heine — who 
did not share Bérne’s soaring hopes in the possibility of an imminent upheaval 
in Germany — had refused to join forces with him at the great 1832 Hambach 
Rally. Borne had thereupon compared Heine to ‘a boy chasing butterflies on the 
battlefield’ or ‘flirting with the girls’ in church while everybody prayed for the 
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victory of the fighters. With Borne spying on Heine, subjecting him to a self- 
confessed ‘chemical analysis’ and conducting first an underground and then a 
public campaign against him, their animosity had been further nurtured by a 
clash of temperaments. Heine had soon introduced, in his History of Religion 
and Philosophy in Germany, his theory that divided all people into two personal- 
ity types — Judeo-Christian ‘Nazarenes’ tending to ‘spiritualize’ matter versus 
sensualist ‘Hellenes who vindicate the rights of matter and save it from the 
usurpations of the spirit’. 

In Ludwig Bérne he took up this theme again and made it clear that by ‘Jews’ 
and ‘Christians’ he did not mean a certain people, but was referring to ‘an 
innate as well as acquired’ outlook and orientation of the mind. ‘All people’, he 
wrote, ‘are either Jews or Hellenes’, the former lean and ascetic, the latter realis- 
tic, life-affirming and life-enjoying. This theme was later to find its counterpart 
in Nietzsche’s contrasting ‘Dionysian’ with ‘Apollonian’ types and in Thomas 
Mann’s reflections on the antithesis between spirit and art. In Borne, Heine 
obviously saw an abstemious, self-mortifying ‘Nazarene’, and in himself a joy- 
ous, sensuous ‘Hellene’. 

He did not hesitate to reproduce the full text of an article in which Borne had 
publicly condemned his tendency to sacrifice truth to beauty, or to accept the 
truth only when it was artistically beautiful. Challenging Borne’s distinction 
between ‘character’ and ‘talent’, Heine — recalling that Borne had often expressed 
his contempt for Goethe’s aesthetic detachment and had described his indiffer- 
ence to politics as ‘servility’ — in his turn compared Borne to a child touching a 
statue and complaining that it feels cold. Borne’s ‘subjective’ obsession with the 
politics of blinkered, fanatical ‘Jacobinism’, Heine suggested, had rendered him 
incapable of appreciating ‘the objective freedom, the Goethean manner’ of the 
artistic creator who is ‘the master of his subject, no matter what it is, and knows 
how to knead it to give plastic expression to his thoughts, feelings and views.’® 

‘What is character?’ Heine asked. The stupid mass, he answered, celebrates 
as a man of character the one whose ‘superficial and narrow-minded view of 
life’ expresses its own ‘in popular language in the market place’. This banal 
standard, however, can only be applied to those authors whose pen is inspired 
by expediency and the public mood. Borne had struck a sensitive point when, 
ridiculing Heine’s refusal to commit himself totally to any political dogma, he 
had written that while every ordinary mortal had to fear ‘the blows of fortune’ 
raining down on his back from one direction only, poor Heine had two backs: 
fearing blows from both aristocrats ‘and the democrats, he must, in order to 
avoid them, crawl forward and backward at the same time’.!7 

Heine pointed out that it was precisely the type of author, who, lacking the 
creative patience required by art, panders to the public and is admired as a char- 
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acter — and not the man of talent — who keeps shifting positions. Since a writer’s 
deeds are his ‘words’, the works of this type of author will remain ephemeral. 
The implication was that Borne, whose rousing revolutionary oratory appealed to 
the half-educated, partly illiterate artisans, apprentices and journeymen making 
up most of the German colony in Paris, belonged to this class of rabble-rousers. 
By contrast, Heinc affirmed the sovereignty of the true creative artists who are 
not ‘slaves of the word’, but command it at will. Unaffected by flights of enthusi- 
asm, ‘they write objectively and their character does not show in their style’.'® 

Heinrich Laube, after reading the first version of the book, had warned 
Heine that it smacked of an ‘impious’ personal vendetta against a dead popular 
hero. ‘But he was my enemy,’ Heine exclaimed, ‘the enemy of my superior 
Weltanschauung! If so, Laube suggested, ‘you must contrast Borne’s exclusively 
political thought with your superior Weltanschauung’. Laube’s idea was that 
Heine should include a statement on his attitude to the July Revolution, thus 
‘erecting a mountain’ whose shade would soften the effect of ‘the personal feud’ 
and all glaring and offensive passages and ‘make the climax of your book’."9 

Heine had indeed been playing with the idea of writing a book on the July 
Revolution. But in the end he decided that this would make a ‘mountain’ 
requiring a separate book. Instead, he inserted into the final version of his 
polemic against Bérne the section comprising his so-called Helgoland Letters, 
dated from that island during the 6 weeks of the July Revolution of 1830.7° 
Though no ‘mountain’, these Helgoland Letters enabled Heine to set his con- 
flict with Borne against the emotional background of the July Revolution and to 
highlight his identification with the cause of the people. News of the events in 
Paris had reached him on the island while he was reading Thiers’s and Mignet’s 
accounts of the French Revolution, so ‘they seemed to me the most natural 
thing in the world, like the continuation of my studies.’ Fired by the idea that 
the storming of the Bastille had been no vagary of history and that ‘the French 
cock has crowed again’, he, ‘the son of the revolution’, had reached for his lyre 
‘to sing a battle song: I am all joy and song, all sword and flame!" 

In the 4 other sections of his book, Heine depicted Borne as an austere, 
puritan, rigid moralizer, petulant and dogmatic, watching like a political com- 
missar lest anyone, especially Heine, should depart from republican ‘virtue’ or 
betray ‘the party line’. At the same time, he was eaten by 


the petty jealousy of the little drum-master toward the big drum- 
major: he envied me the big plume that so boldly exults into the air... 
the skill with which I balanced the big baton, the loving glances 
thrown to me by the young girls and which I returned perhaps with 


some coquetry...?” 
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In short, Borne the ascetic Nazarene was opposed to Heine the sensualist 
Hellene who looked at the world with the self-assurance of one who has ‘the 
gods of the future’ on his side. 

The Bérne-Heine dispute was on a broad front, for the conflict between the 
spiritualist/ Nazarene and sensualist/Hellene outlooks concerned not only the 
relation between art and politics but touched upon the great soup question — 
‘die grosse Suppenfrage’, as Heine called it — and more specifically upon the 
question of political versus social revolution as the best solution of the plight of 
the hungry masses. Bérne’s Robespierre type of mind was immutably fixed on 
political revolution. To Heine, who had come to Paris to develop a cosmopolitan 
European outlook, the question whether people lived in republics or monar- 
chies seemed less important than the question of how they lived. Captivated by 
Saint-Simon’s idea of industrial ‘progress’ and of a ‘golden age’ in which 
writers and artists would play a leading role in bringing about the material as 
well as spiritual improvement of ‘the poorest and most numerous class’, he had 
early in the 1830s communicated his conclusions to Laube in the words: ‘People 
are not asses’; they no longer looked to heaven, but demanded gratification of 
their practical as well as sensual needs on earth. He could foresee a time when 
‘they shall eat beef every day instead of potatoes, and work less and dance 
more.”?3 

In his Borne book Heine singled out Shakespeare as a genius who, being both 
‘Jew and Greek’, had reconciled repressive antimaterialist ‘spiritualism with 
art’, i.e., with what Heine regarded as the more wholesome Greek ‘sensualist’ 
approach. Heine believed that these two elements struggled in the Western 
mind, as they did in his own. In the passage about Shakespeare he suggested 
that their synthesis was ‘the task of European civilization as a whole.’*+ 

Heine himself had tried to establish such a synthesis in The Romantic School 
and in History of Religion and Philosophy in Germany. There, in the mid-1830s, 
he had prophesied a changed Germany in which artists and intellectuals, ‘the 
party of the flowers and nightingales, will be intimately connected with the rev- 
olution. Ours is the future,’ were his words. While this last had been the slogan 
of Saint-Simon, Heine had made it his job in the two works mentioned to 
survey the history of the political, religious and intellectual developments 
which had led to the French Enlightenment and the parallel achievements of 
German philosophy, culminating in Hegel’s concept of the Idea as a force 
immanent in history. Besides observing that this force seizes man, especially the 
writer, whether he wants it or not, ‘and whips him into the arena, like a gladia- 
tor forced to fight for it’,?5 Heine had anticipated the activist interpretation of 
the Young Hegelian Left in such phrases as ‘Thought precedes action as light- 
ning precedes thunder’, or the meaningful statement, 
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Thought yearns to become deed, the word wants to become flesh. 
And miraculously! man, like the God of the Bible, only has to utter 
his thought and a new world is born, there is light or there is dark- 
ness, the waters separate from the mainland, and even wild beasts 
may appear. The world is the signatura of the word.?° 


Heine’s vision of revolution, for all its utopian element, was thus philosophi- 
cally grounded. Countless studies have been devoted both to the interpretation 
of Heine’s futurist vision and to the tracing of its roots and stages of develop- 
ment. In Ludwig Borne. A Memorial, he allegorically compared his and Borne’s 
arrival in Paris in the immediate turmoil after the July Revolution to the 
encounter of two ships on the high seas during a furious storm. Borne is seen 
‘standing at the helm of his ship defying the monstrous waves... Poor man! his 
ship was without anchor and his heart without hope... I saw the mast breaking, 
the winds tearing the rigging apart.’ 

Borne is the old sea captain sailing with outdated charts and otherwise 
unequipped to ride the storms of the new age. In France, revolution had led to 
the July Monarchy, which only made the rich richer and increased the ranks of 
the poor. Bérne with his entire crew and all the various factions of his radical par- 
tisans who spent the 1830s in fruitless agitation for a Jacobin revolution looking 
back to 1789, were thus from the beginning condemned to perish. At the same 
time, there was more than that to the allegory of the two ships. For as Borne is 
about to go under with his vessel, Heine — who in other places let on that he and 
Borne saw eye to eye on many issues, and should in fact have been comrades-in- 
arms in the struggle against the reaction — concluded the scene with these words: 
‘I saw him stretching out his arm to me... I dared not seize it, I dared not jeopar- 
dize the precious cargo, the sacred treasures which had been entrusted to my 
safekeeping... I carried on board my ship the gods of the future.’?7 

But who are these mysterious gods of the future? They have in the main 
been connected with Heine’s early adoption of the millenary belief in a new 
revelation or ‘third testament’ religion that would succeed Christianity. He had 
alluded to it in a poem in his Harz Journey a year before Saint-Simon — 
described by his disciples as ‘the third prophet’ after Moses and Jesus — had 
published his New Christianity. Lessing had spoken of a coming age of perfec- 
tion and Heine, in The Romantic School, had praised him for expressing in all 
his works this healing ‘religion of reason’, ‘this great social idea, this progres- 
sive humanism, this religion of reason whose St John he was, and whose 
Messiah we are still waiting for.” 

Heine wrote in the same passage that Lessing also had ‘political tenden- 
cies, something uncommon among his contemporaries’. And he hinted at the 
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correlation between Lessing and Saint-Simonism by noting that the former’s 
Education of the Human Race (Die Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts) had been 
translated into French by Rodrigues, Saint-Simon’s oldest disciple. 

The idea of a coming age of perfection through a universal messianic 
redemption is deeply rooted in the literature of the Jewish prophets. In his 
Borne book, Heine remarks that ‘the Jews are made of the dough out of which 
gods are kneaded’, and suddenly launches into the tale of the ‘Captive 
Messiah’, which he had ostensibly heard from the mouth of ‘the great Rabbi 
Manasse ben Naphtali of Cracow’ during his youthful visit to Poland in 1822: 
‘The Messiah, he said, was born on the day Titus the villain destroyed Jeru- 
salem. Since then, he has been living in splendour and joy in the most beautiful 
palace of heaven. He wears a crown on his head, too, like a true king... but his 
hands are fettered with golden chains!’ 

To Heine’s astonished question about the meaning of the golden chains, the 
rabbi replies that the Messiah is a handsome, exceedingly dynamic and power- 
ful young man. Whenever he hears the cries of anguish of his people, he would 
fain ‘rush down to earth to start the work of redemption prematurely’. Four 
hefty ‘state councillors’ disguised as angels would not be able to hold him back 
if his hands were not fettered. Gently reminded by them that the ‘time is not 
yet ripe’, he covers his face and cries.?9 

Thus the inspiration of Heine’s vision of the future came from several 
sources. Without excluding one another, sometimes the one prevailed, some- 
times the other. In the tale of the ‘Captive Messiah’, he was probably unwit- 
tingly expressing that school of Messianism, notably represented by the 
Golem-maker of Prague, the ‘Exalted’ Rabbi Judah Loew, which — contrary to 
others who saw the birth pangs of the Messiah in every crisis — was against ‘cal- 
culating the end’, on the idea that man himself must improve his ways to be 
ready for the era of final redemption.3° 

Heine’s vision combined reason with the irrational, philosophy with mes- 
sianic hope, political freedom with social justice, spiritual and intellectual satis- 
faction through poetry and art with ‘the natural rights of matter’ and the 
Saint-Simonist rehabilitation of the flesh. He had not studied Saint-Simon’s 
detailed economic theory. He accepted the premise that modern technology 
rationally applied and a society throwing off national divisions, racial prejudice 
and the chains of religious orthodoxy in favour of a more enlightened and 
humanist faith could make a world enabling all men, rich and poor, not only to 
work but to dance, to feast on ‘cake and ale’ and to enjoy the pleasures of life. 

Marxists and non-Marxists in the 2oth century were to engage in a veritable 
‘war of quotations’ from Heine in their attempts to define the exact future envi- 
sioned by him. No one has convincingly done so, nor is it possible to separate 
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Heine the aesthete from Heine the revolutionary, the lyrical poet from the 
serious thinker and cruel satirist, for they were all one man. Perhaps the short- 
est definition of his vision of society is that it aimed at the total social emancipa- 
tion of man, assuring the individual’s liberty of conscience and his right to 
pursue his happiness as he pleases to a degree that would only be achieved in 
some parts of the Western world in the 2oth century. It was a modernist vision 
_ far ahead of his time, and differed entirely from Borne’s Jacobin conception of 
revolution, which struck Heine as ‘a horse-cure’. 

To lift the morale of Germany’s liberals, Heine concluded the tale of the 
‘Captive Messiah’ with the remark that he had often thought of it: ‘In evil days 
it seems to me that I even heard with my own ears a rattling as of golden chains 
and then a desperate sobbing’. And addressing his conflict with Borne more 
directly, he wrote: ‘It will take a goodish while before we find the great healing 
salvation for the painful sickness of mankind. Until then all sorts of quack 
doctors will appear with domestic cures which will only aggravate the illness.’ 
He had already written elsewhere that revolution would come to Germany one 
day, for the idea of it was there, sleeping in the German forests. But that time 
was not yet. As for Borne’s revolutionary agitation, Heine made no secret of the 
fact that the idea of a proletarian regime filled him with the worst forebodings. 
Continuing his train of thought about the ‘quack doctors’ with their instant 
solutions, he brought his self-styled defence of his superior Weltanschauung3" in 
his Borne book to a climax by writing: 


Here come the radicals and prescribe a horse-cure which for all its 
sharpness will at best only remove the scurf from the face of the old 
society, but not the inner rottenness at the core of the social body. 
Even if that radical therapy succeeds in bringing temporary relief to 
the most excruciating torments of suffering mankind... the patient is 
fated to rise from his sickbed and drag himself around for the rest of 
his life in drab hospital uniform, in the ash-grey garb of equality... 
Nothing will be left other than Rumford’s utility soup,3? 


a cheap army soup made of ‘bones, blood, and other nutritious ingredients’ 
devised by the 18th-century Benjamin Thompson, Count of Rumford, when 
reorganizing the Bavarian soldiery. 

There was some contradiction in Heine’s stand, for while he saw himself as a 
leading warrior in the struggle against ‘the exploitation of man by man’ and 
every kind of oppression, he insisted on maintaining his sovereign independence 
as an artist. Borne had no room for art, having sacrificed his own considerable 
artistic inclinations to his chosen role as a political tribune. To Heine, however, 
the artist was king, ‘for beauty and genius are also a kind of monarchy’. Besides, 
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he had learned that even Saint-Simon’s vision of a golden age of progress had 
elements that could be turned into totalitarian dogma. 

In 1835 Heine had dedicated his De /’Allemagne — containing his excursus 
combining Saint-Simonist ideas with remarks on the revolutionary potential of 
Hegel’s philosophy — to Prosper Enfantin, the self-styled ‘Pope’ of Saint- 
Simonism. Enfantin, who was using his forced stay in Egypt and his engineer- 
ing skill to sketch plans for digging the Suez Canal, replied with a long 
‘apostolic’ letter. He lectured Heine on industrial development’s requiring a 
hierarchy and order, and not the chaos of revolution. Showing little interest in 
German philosophy, he had praised the Catholic Church and the repressive 
policies of Metternich and the Holy Alliance.33 

Ironically, at the very time that Enfantin had criticized Heine’s individual- 
ism in the name of the interests of industry and the reactionary status quo, 
Borne had castigated it in the name of republican virtue and the cause of revo- 
lution. Heine called a plague on both their houses. In Ludwig Borne he gave 
vent to his strong presentiment that any egalitarian republic founded by fanati- 
cal, dogmatic ideologists would end up in a drab, spartan regime as oppressive 
as the clerical-aristocratic one. There would be no room for nightingales or 
genius ‘in the commonwealth of our new puritans’. Mediocrity would rule, 
and ‘all traditional gaiety, all that is sweet and fragrant, all poetry will be 
pumped out of life.’ 

Ludwig Borne. A Memorial ended on a suitably nightmarish note, Heine 
dreaming of the Muses fleeing into the forest and dissolving in a spectral fog 
before he woke up to ‘the roar of the mob approaching in the distance.’3+ 

His book consisted of many strands. Authentic quotations from Bérne’s 
writings were accompanied by Heine’s personal recollections of him. Imagi- 
nary conversations between the two of them, in some of which Heine, to deflect 
the censorship, put some of his own ideas into the dead man’s mouth, were 
interlaced with observations on a host of subjects and people — Moses the Law- 
giver and the Bible as ‘the portable homeland’ of the Jews; the great drama of 
the Passion of Christ the Redeemer, and mankind still divided and suffering 
and awaiting some new annunciation; Homer and the old Greeks, the Renais- 
sance, Shakespeare, Napoleon and the Rothschilds, besides Goethe; politics, 
the July Revolution, journalism, art, and what not. Yet for all this diversity, 
Heine — giving free rein to what he had once called ‘the association of ideas’ — 
wove all the strands thematically together into a fabulous fabric without ever 
losing control of the main threads or blurring the two figures of Borne and 
himself, clearly outlined in the foreground. As clever and witty as it was fero- 

cious, and not a little conceited, there was magic in Heine’s treatment of the 
subject, though in the view of his detractors it was black magic. 


688 


GEORG HERWEGH; HEINE ON BORNE 


At the beginning of the 2oth century, Thomas Mann declared his admiration 
for Heine’s Ludmig Borne, calling ita work of art: ‘Only he who understands the 
blissfully detached smile with which he fended off friends who warned him of 
the human, personal, political offensiveness of the book by answering: “But 
isn’t it beautifully written?” — only he can appreciate the memorable phenome- 
non represented by this Jew-artist among the Germans!’35 

Shortly afterwards, the Viennese critic Karl Kraus, in an essay included in 
Downfall of the World through Black Magic (Untergang der Welt durch schwarze 
Magie),>° attacked Heine’s pose as a sovereign artist, and, taking up the cudgels 
on behalf of Bérne, accused Heine of being an unprincipled feuilletonist. 
During the 70 years since the publication of Heine’s Bérne book, the national- 
ist German Reich — with the notable exception of Nietzsche — had marginalized 
Heine as un-German, whereas H.G. Atkins was to write: ‘Whatever the 
Germans may think, for the rest of the world Heine is the representative 
German poet after Goethe.’37 The controversy about Borne was resumed with 
greater vigour after World War II, generating a host of studies, especially in 
Germany, as part of the general debate on Heine’s oeuvre in a conscience- 
stricken country which in the Nazi period had made public bonfires of his 
books. The effort to reinstate Heine into German literature and to ascertain his 
significance in it became all the more intense as, during the Cold War, East- and 
West-Germany, each maintaining separate Heine Institutes, practically vied 
with one another in the research, publication and interpretation of his work. 
East Germany claimed Heine as a herald of Marxism. In the West, too, as 
Sammons was to remark in 1979, the revival of Heine studies came to ride on 
the wave of student radicalization and the recrudescence of Marxism among 
young scholars; although independent studies were not lacking, the result, as 
Sammons observed, was that Heine’s Ludwig Borne was ‘defended as a state- 
ment of higher revolutionary vision ideologically superior to Borne’s sentimen- 
tal moralism and archaic, petty-bourgeois neo-Jacobinism, and as an insight 
into Germany’s unreadiness for revolution’ at the time. 

It is worth noting in this connection that Friedrich Engels, who in 1840 was 
20 years old, joined in the chorus of disapproval which greeted the publication 
of Ludwig Bérne, calling Heine a pessimistic, exhausted Tannhäuser, and his 
book one of the most ‘inane’ ever written in the German language.3° Paradoxi- 
cally, it was Karl Marx who, in a little-known letter written in 1846, was to vin- 
dicate Heine, the champion of liberty and human rights who sometimes called 
himself a monarchist, against Borne, the intransigent revolutionary. 

On 5 April 1846, living by then in Brussels, Marx sent Heine a letter saying 
that he had by chance come across a ‘slanderous libel against you: Bérne’s 
posthumous letters.’ These so-called letters were actually a collection of remarks 


689 


Tue Doctors OF REVOLUTION 


by Borne denigrating Heine, which had previously been omitted from Borne’s 
printed Letters, and were now published in answer to Heine’s book. Marx’s 
comment was that he was surprised to find that Borne could be ‘so boring, petty 
and insipid’. As for the harsh contemporary criticism meted out to Heine’s 
Borne book, Marx wrote: ‘A more doltish reception than this book has received 
at the hands of the Christian-German donkeys will hardly be found in any period 
of literature, although no German period has been lacking in doltishness.’39 

Marx’s defence of Heine was influenced by two factors. First, since writing 
his book on Bérne, Heine had adopted a more radical political stand; secondly, 
Marx had in the meantime spent 15 months in Paris, and he and Heine had seen 
quite a bit of each other. Drawing attention to Marx’s letter at an International 
Heine Congress in 1972, Hans Kaufmann was to suggest that Marx’s interest in 
Heine’s Borne was aroused by two fundamentally different conceptions of revo- 
lution presented in the book: a specifically ‘petty-bourgeois-democratic one 
[Bérne’s], and another pushing beyond that limited horizon [Heine’s]’ to the 
all-encompassing, logically interconnected ‘religious, philosophical, political 
and social emancipation’ of man foreshadowed and held up by Heine in all his 
works since the mid-1830s.*° 

Whether it was this or simply the element of ‘Young Hegelian’ philosophy in 
Heine’s Weltanschauung which made Karl Marx rank Heine over Borne, the 
joke was ultimately to be on Marx. For ‘the ash-grey garb of equality’ in Heine’s 
Borne prefigured his fear of the drab totalitarian uniformity which would mark 
the rule of the proletariat, a fear Heine was to express by hedging his later pre- 
diction that ‘the future belongs to Communism’ with his confessed horror at 
the thought that its thick-headed iconoclasts would ‘mercilessly smash the 
marble statues of beauty’ in their gloomy regimented society. 


Besides his urge to demonstrate his superior Weltanschauung, Heine had been 
unable in his Borne book to resist the temptation of settling accounts with his 
antagonist on a matter over which he would have been better advised to remain 
silent. As a moralist, Borne had systematically pried into Heine’s private life, 
and persistently flayed his frivolous and ‘lewd’ womanizing. Heine’s revenge 
was to sully the dead man’s memory by working into his book some gratuitous 
insinuations concerning Bérne’s moral hypocrisy in presiding over a dubious 
ménage â trots with his friend Jeanette Strauss-Wohl (the former Jeanette Wohl) 
and her husband. 

It was a recidivist trait in Heine which led him to make these insinuations 
which, needless to say, were to draw the greatest fire and cries of scandal when 
his book appeared. In 1832, after Heine’s former professor, the great Schlegel, 
had taken a stab at him in a derogatory epigram, Heine alluded in The Romantic 
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School to Schlegel’s long-standing intimacy with Madame de Staél. Heine’s 
derogatory passages in Ludwig Bérne were another instance of this technique of 
petty reprisal, but it cannot be denied that in both cases the victim had attacked 
Heine first. Perhaps the best clue to Heine’s over-reacting to provocation with 
the ‘hysteria’ of the sensitive and arrogant artist ‘maximizing precisely that 
with which he was reproached’#! was provided as early as 1835 by a friend who 
knew him from his youthful days in Hamburg. He was the Jena University pro- 
fessor Wolff who later helped to expedite Marx’s doctorate. After visiting Heine 
in Paris, Wolff characterized him in an article as ‘a born king of the world, with 
all the pleasant and unpleasant qualities of such a personage’, and added: ‘He 
thinks royally, loves royally, but also hates and persecutes royally. Unlike a royal 
despot, he does not condemn his enemies to life-long incarceration; rather, like 
a royal hero, he slays them dead.’#? 

This came so close to Heine’s view of himself that the words may even have 
come from his own mouth. 


On 11 August 1840, a few days after Campe had placed Ludwig Borne. A Memo- 
rial on sale in Germany’s chief cities, Heine left Paris with Mathilde for their 
annual holiday at Granville. On the 28th he wrote that he was bathing in ‘idyllic 
peace’ in the Channel, completely indifferent to the ‘imprecations’ and ‘shout- 
ing’ he expected the book to receive. What mattered to him was the verdict of 
the future, and of that he felt sure.*3 

For all his inner turmoil, Heine bravely held on to this posture throughout 
the storm of protests and outright maledictions that followed. To give but a few 
examples of the general condemnation, by friends and foes alike, that blew into 
his face, Karl Goedeke, the premier literary historian at the time, described 
Heine’s book as a ‘colourful harlequinade made up of witticisms, jokes, mood- 
ishness, humour, cynicism, calumny and lies’, and compared Heine himself to 
‘a poisoner who relied on the stupidity of the Germans not to see through his 
gross tricks in serving them up a deadly fruit.” 

Gutzkow wrote an indignant Preface to his own biography of Bérne — which 
had been held up by Campe — and to Heine’s great annoyance it was given an 
advance printing in article form in Campe’s own Telegraph fiir Deutschland. In 
October 1840 Jeanette Strauss-Wohl published Bérne’s Verdict on Heine, the col- 
lection of Bérne’s previously unpublished aspersions on Heine which were later 
seen by Marx. The press continued to condemn Heine’s book in no uncertain 
terms; even The Journal for the Elegant World, which was friendly to him, had 
nothing better to say for it in two articles in the autumn of 1840 than that ‘in 
executing Bérne Heine has rendered a great service to Austria [and that] no one 
has the right to play Aristophanes when writing the obituary of a dead man.’ 
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Heine had indeed executed Bérne, but when Campe bluntly summed up the 
situation for him in two sentences — ‘Do you fully realize the extent of your 
mistake? There are people who commit suicide, who give up their life of their 
own free will, but a literary suicide is something new.’ — he continued to put up 
a cool front, declaring: ‘Used as I am to imprecations, I remain innerly calm, 
knowing that the future belongs to me.’ 

The only mistake he would ever admit to was his having cast doubts on 
Borne’s sexual mores, and several years later he was to apologize publicly to 
Strauss-Wohl for having misrepresented her character and questioned her 
honour. 
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Founding the Rheinische Zeitung 


At the end of January 1841, the Leipzig firm of Otto Wigand announced the 
publication of Moses Hess’s second book, The European Triarchy. Like his first, 
this appeared anonymously, the publisher counting on the effect of ‘curiosity 
which makes people guess, talk about and buy’ books. While anonymity had 
brought Hess’s earlier Holy History of Mankind no more than two insignificant 
press notices, the contents of the new book caused a stir in the circles of ‘edu- 
cated Germany’. The Athendum was in fact the first to review it, and no wonder. 
For one thing, here was an outsider, a non-Hegelian, proclaiming that Hegel’s 
‘philosophy of the objective spirit’ was incapable of creating and giving birth to 
‘a single historical action’. Hess informed the radical Young Hegelians that 
Napoleon had been right to dismiss the Germans as ‘a nation of ideologues’. 

As mentioned earlier, Hess postulated in The European Triarchy that a phi- 
losophy of history which — like Hegel’s — dealt only with the rational develop- 
ment of past and present history had performed only half its task: the full task 
was to extrapolate ‘from these two known dimensions — what has been and what 
is — the third and unknown dimension of the future which is in the process of 
becoming. By accomplishing this task, the only one worthy of it, the philosophy 
of history becomes a philosophy of action.” 

Although Hess gave credit to Cieszkowski’s 1838 study proposing a ‘philoso- 
phy of action’, he also took him — along with the other Young Hegelian radicals 
— to task for missing an element ‘essential to rounding off the totality of his- 
tory’. Whereas Hegel had been a prisoner of the past, Cieszkowski and the 
Hegelian Left — amazingly, in Hess’s view — went overboard in the other direc- 
tion, being so single-mindedly preoccupied with the future as to ignore or com- 
pletely write off the past, thereby ‘missing the sense, significance and unfolding 
of the historical process in which that future is rooted and out of which it is to 
grow.’ For another thing, The European Triarchy was by its very title an indirect 
answer to the anonymous author of a recent work advocating a European 
‘pentarchy’ composed of Europe’s ‘Big Five’, in which reactionary Russia and 
Austria would be predominant. The author of that plan, as it turned out, was 
a Saxon-born German in the Russian State service. Hess, who was also soon 
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identified as the author of The European Triarchy, foresaw a united Europe aris- 
ing in time out of an initial league — and under the leadership — of France, Ger- 
many and England. Continuing the futurist vision outlined in his first book, he 
wrote: ‘One is not yet used to the idea of treating Europe as one single organ- 
ism. Yet nothing is more important than this idea.” 

Hess observed that the population of Europe was divided at the top by the 
various states and churches representing it. But these basically superficial 
‘superior’ power structures with their external political and religious trappings 
were bound to change and disintegrate one day, and when that happened ‘the 
inner unity of the peoples of Europe will manifest itself in all its vitality, 
Roman-Germanic Europe has one history, one culture, inter-related customs 
and linguistic and tribal affinities.’3 

Although Europe had fortunately not grown into a ‘uniform’ monolith, ‘this 
large and diversified mass of land and nations constitutes a single organism 
jointed and articulated into a multiplicity of limbs —- German, French, English, 
Protestant, Catholic, Anglican’, etc. But for all this pluralism Europe did not 
need ‘to have one law imposed upon it, nor one form of government, one belief 
or any other coercive measure in order to feel united and strong.’ In language 
that might sound apposite if delivered at the Brussels headquarters of the new 
Europe emerging at the beginning of the 1990s, he reminded his readers that 
any injury to the smallest part of this (European) organism is painfully regis- 
tered by the whole of it; but as he had written most of the 7riarchy in 1840 he 
gave as an example the trans-national effect of such tremendous events as the 
French Revolutions of 1789 and 1830.* 

As for the vaunted ‘equilibrium’ maintained by the ‘unholy Holy Alliance’, 
Hess observed that this rested on standing armies and intimidation, and could 
neither guarantee peace nor solve the most pressing of all contemporary prob- 
lems, which was ‘the glaring antagonism between poverty and the aristocracy of 
money, between burgeoning wealth on the one hand, and misery consuming 
itself in perpetual sweat and blood.’ 

Although Hess was only at the beginning of his life-long career as a Socialist, 
he saw in this antagonism a ‘great, world-historical struggle’, moreover one 
which ‘had not yet even reached its apex.’ But so convinced was he that world 
history was not haphazard but ‘essentially free, ethical and providential’ (it was 
of course beset with contradictions and degenerations, ‘but the World Spirit is 
not so stupid as to give in to evil out of simple inaction or sheer fear’) and so 
sure that rational man, becoming conscious of his social nature, would ulti- 
mately realize his own need for association and co-operation with his fellows, 
that he ventured to predict that ‘A general European war will indubitably lead 
to a general European alliance’, a united Europe in which truth, justice and the 
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ethical imperative would prevail and peace, order and freedom would no longer 
be a pious dream. 

But why a Franco-German-English league at the helm of the new Europe? 
For one thing, to keep the Russian Empire out of the European concert. Hess 
regarded Tsarist Russia, which had inspired the Holy Alliance, with deep sus- 
picion. True, it had helped to overthrow Napoleon and the upper levels of 
Russian society were European-educated, but by and large semi-Asiatic Russia 
remained alien to the spiritual values and the pursuit of ‘freedom, civilization 
and progress’ common to the European nations. It might take centuries before 
Slavic Russia — which had never experienced anything like the German Refor- 
mation or the French Enlightenment and Revolution, and whose church always 
slavishly bent to the Tsar’s will — really became saturated with European cul- 
ture. Hess feared Russia for another reason: ‘It might intervene to crush any 
future revolution in Europe’, as it was indeed to do in 1848. 

For another thing, both Germany and France, the former by means of the 
Reformation and the latter through the Revolution, had already given a great 
impetus to the building of the New Age. They had to learn from each other, but 
— and this was a point Hess kept stressing — ‘both of them should go to school 
and learn from the English.’ This was a novel idea, for the conventional wisdom 
among intellectuals on the Continent around 1840 was to disparage the English 
as a nation of shopkeepers, regardless of the fact that there was more freedom 
in England than in any of their own countries. 

‘The English are the most practical nation in the world,’ wrote Hess. 
Although there was no separation of church and state in England, he remarked 
that there was more religious tolerance there than in most places. What the 
Germans and French had to learn was that English institutions, precisely 
because they were practical, promoted progress. Hess explained this paradox by 
pointing out that the ‘inner and external resistance’ provoked by these institu- 
tions, far from signifying weakness, had in practice positive results, just as the 
tensions within the Catholic Church, and between it and its emperors, had 
sparked libertarian ideas. In industrial England the social gap was most sharply 
evident. But that pragmatic country, which was already busy reforming some of 
its medieval institutions, could be expected to play a paramount role in solving 
the social problem — either peacefully or by means of revolution. 

Hess’s visionary scheme for a united Europe under the aegis of France, Ger- 
many and England was based not only on geopolitical considerations — ‘France 
has the Mediterranean, and the Romance nations grouped around it; England 
looks out on the world’s oceans; Germany has links with Scandinavia, and 
Central and Southern Europe’ — but on others as well: the 1789 Revolution had 
shown that the French had both the will and the aptitude for political action. 
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‘The French Revolution was an ethical revolution, related to the material as 
well as the spiritual interests of society.’ But it was in the character of the 
French to be ‘swept from earth to heaven, and from heaven to earth, without 
conquering either’ — with the result that they had remained stuck midway 
between materialism and idealism. The German, on the other hand, ‘is an ide- 
alist’, strong in abstract philosophy. “The English are the nation of praxis more 
than any other nation. England is to our century what France was to the previ- 
ous one.’ It would take the cooperation of these three psychologically different 
nations to bring about the New Europe, and the English were best suited to 
provide its laws. In Hamburg the Telegraph fir Deutschland greeted the appear- 
ance of The European Triarchy with a rave review. Brockhaus’s Literary Sheets 
thought well of it too and other reviews were generally favourable. Only one 
periodical branded the author as an exponent of ‘extreme revolutionarism’. 
The critic of Berlin’s learned Athenäum, while recognizing the book’s topical 
significance, had other reservations. The organ of the Doctors Club could not 
but take exception to Hess’s way of depriving Hegel, with all due respect to his 
achievements, of the crown of the philosopher who had developed a universally 
valid world-historical system. 

In line with his thesis that the French and the Germans had to learn from 
each other, Hess presented Saint-Simon in The European Triarchy as aman who 
descried the future and its problems. While he combined a drive to action with 
the fiery eloquence of a passionate heart, Hegel, tending to contemplation, per- 
ceived the past with the abstract eye of ‘a calm, cool, logical mind’. In Hess’s 
view, however, Saint-Simon and Hegel each held only part of the truth. It was 
Spinoza who was the first to proclaim ‘the absolute unity of all life... perceived 
the totality [of phenomena] in his time, at the end of an eventful period, and the 
beginning of a new age.’> 

Whereas Spinoza reconciled spirit and nature, Hegel, in Hess’s view, had 
been one-sided. “The apex of German philosophy’, Hess wrote, ‘is a reflection 
of our idealistic past — the nature of action which takes in the future as well as 
the past has not yet dawned in German philosophy.’ Cieszkowski and the Left- 
Hegelian school had begun the transition from theory to action, but German 
philosophy still had to catch up with practical life. 

These points, and Hess’s proposed synthesis of German theory, French 
political practice and English economics, were to be echoed in Karl Marx’s first 

formulations of his Communist conception: 


In Germany one is now beginning where France and England left 


off... Hitherto philosophers have left the keys to all riddles lying in 
their desk... Now philosophy has become worldly-secular [and] has 
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joined battle not only outwardly, but inwardly too. If we have no 
business with the construction of the future or with organizing it for 
all time there can still be no doubt about the task confronting us at 
present: the ruthless criticism of the existing order, ruthless in that it 
will shrink neither from its own discoveries nor from conflict with 
the powers that be. 


That philosophy must turn its attention to the great problem of the age — the 
social problem — was another point made by Hess in The European Triarchy 
which Marx was to adopt, as is evident in the following passage: 


The existence of a suffering mankind which thinks and of a thinking 
mankind which is suppressed must inevitably become unpalatable 
and indigestible... It is our task to drag the old world into the full 
light of day and to give positive shape to the new one. The more time 
history allows thinking mankind to reflect and suffering mankind to 
collect its strength the more perfect will be the fruit which the 
present now bears within its womb. 


But these reflections were to be put on paper by Marx more than two years after 
Hess’s book appeared at the beginning of 1841. It immediately established 
Hess’s reputation among Germany’s radical intelligentsia to the point where 
the reviewer of the Athenäum — in spite of Hess’s ‘Spinozism’ and his express 
statement that he did not belong to ‘the Hegelian school’ — practically adopted 
him as a Young Hegelian. 

Hess now frequented a circle of progressive young ‘democrats’ which had 
formed in Cologne. Among them were several of the founders of the future 
Rheinische Zeitung, including Georg Jung, a well-to-do assistant judge who, 
taking an interest in Young Hegelian ideas, was impressed by Hess’s radical 
approach; Jung’s friend Dagobert Oppenheim; Rudolf Schramm, a liberal 
lawyer and future politician, who had read The European Triarchy in manu- 
script; Ludwig Braunfels, a lawyer who doubled as a journalist; and several 
other lawyers and members of the free professions. Although Hess’s circle of 
friends and acquaintances had considerably widened, he was not a happy 
person. 

At 29, he continued to live in Cologne with his gruff father, who remained 
unsympathetic to his impractical interests. Wilting for years under his father’s 
unfeeling manner and the coldness he seemed to exude, Hess kept commuting 
to Bonn to attend university lectures, but chafed at his continued dependence 
on his parent. For the past two years he had been trying unsuccessfully to enter 
the bookselling and publishing trade, ‘the only business’ he could think of that 
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offered a chance of escaping his father’s tutelage while suiting his inclinations. 
The obstacle was that for capital he had to apply to his father, who would only 
grant him funds if and when he married. The orthodox father’s stipulation, 
needless to say, was that the bride had to be a Jewish girl of good family, but 
Moses had so far failed to find one. 

On 10 March 1841, three days before The European Triarchy was to be 
reviewed in the Athenäum, a feeling of spring in the air stirred in Hess so acute a 
yearning for love and companionship that he actually appealed to the writer 
Berthold Auerbach in Mainz to help him find a suitable girl to marry: ‘How can 
I rejoice with the new season, lonesome and alone as I am?” he wrote. ‘The earth 
is waking from its long winter slumber, but I feel sad and out of sorts.’ The 
friendship he had struck up with Georg Jung and some of Cologne’s politically 
minded young intellectuals — who all had rich families and money to throw 
about, while Hess’s father kept him on a short string — did not, apparently, 
compensate for the affection he had missed since childhood; it was 8 years now 
since his abortive elopement attempt with the red-haired Lena, who had failed 
to turn up at their rendezvous in Holland. 

Before writing to Auerbach, Hess had confided his genuine ‘need of love’ to 
Ludwig Braunfels, who replied that he was a fool and gave him a piece of 
worldly advice which he reproduced in his letter of 10 March 1841 to Auer- 
bach: ‘Your father is said to be worth 100,000 guilders. You are considered a 
man of letters who will presently rise to fame. Stipulate the claims one is enti- 
tled to make in these circumstances and before you know it you will have a 
beautiful woman to call your own and a handsome fortune into the bargain.’ 

To Auerbach Hess observed that, though his father was not quite so rich as 
Braunfels thought, ‘he will be so within a couple of years... and since he is 
known to be a miser people believe him to be even richer than he really is’; 
moreover, a professional bookseller with more ‘experience’ than capital hap- 
pened to be ready to take him in as a partner. 

No marriage, no bookshop, Hess explained to Auerbach, adding that he 
could not resist finding some logic in ‘the project’ outlined by Braunfels. It was 
true too that he had made something of a name for himself in Cologne and once 
he got the money for the bookshop he was assured of a social position ‘which 
should, I believe, satisfy even the richest Jewish girl...’ 

Fearing that if he did not seize this opportunity life would pass him by, Hess 
convinced himself that marriage was the only ‘plausible’ solution for him and 
concluded this part of his letter by giving Auerbach ‘full authority to initiate a 
match for me...’ He then passed on to other matters, including ‘the Prussian 
constitutional issue’ raised in Jacoby’s Four Questions and the philosophies of 
Fichte and Hegel which he was re-studying in preparation for an essay on “The 
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Philosophy of Action’. Later that spring, Hess paid a personal visit to Auerbach 
in Mainz. Auerbach, who was to write the highly popular Village Stories from 
the Black Forest, introduced him to the town’s notables. If this was a bride- 
hunting visit, nothing came of it. He enjoyed the social side of the visit and in 
fact was eventually to contract a mixed marriage — though not exactly of the 
type he advocated in The European Triarchy. But he was in any case spared from 
spending more time looking for ways to make himself independent from his 
father by the financial collapse of a new-born Cologne daily, the Rheinische All- 
gemeine Zeitung, which spurred a group of influential citizens — in quest of a 
voice in public affairs — to take over its licence and launch a more powerful and 
better-funded paper on its ruins. 

The Rheinische Zeitung, which became famous in its time for its daring politi- 
cal verve and historically by virtue of young Marx’s association with it, was 
about to be born. Hess played a leading part in its foundation. The moving 
spirit behind the project was his rich friend and radical convert, Georg Jung, 
who immediately offered him the editorship. By 23 June 1841, Hess was 
informing Auerbach that he had been invited ‘to head a new newspaper... a 
solid, very solid enterprise.’ To give him a modicum of journalistic experience 
— of which he had none — Hess was placed for a short time in charge of the 
bankrupt daily’s literary supplement; thus ‘initiated in 8-9 days in the myster- 
ies of editing a newspaper, albeit an insignificant and non-political one’, he 
threw himself into the preparations for the new one with all the pent-up energy 
and zeal of a man long idle.” 

By mid-August the formerly lonesome Hess was having talks with several 
deputies of the Rhenish Diet and busy canvassing shareholders and prospective 
contributors for the new paper. In July or August he received a visit from Pro- 
fessor Julius Fröbel, the Zurich millionaire who in May had published Her- 
wegh’s Poems of a Living Man and now planned to exploit that success and start 
a radical German review in Switzerland to be edited by Herwegh. 

By the time the issue of shares for the Rheinische Zeitung began, Hess had 
raised part of the capital and was exerting himself for the balance among his 
acquaintances. Four ‘lawyer-friends’ of his were almost sure to become future 
board directors, and counting on his confirmation as editor-in-chief, he 
promised Braunfels — who had run a Coblenz newspaper for 4 years until its 
suppression — to engage him as assistant editor. 

‘The undertaking’, he wrote, seemed assured of a splendid future — which 
was no wonder, seeing that Jung was allied by marriage to a banking house, and 
another of the group, Rudolf Schramm, was the son of a wealthy manufacturer, 
while a third, Dagobert Oppenheim, was a co-founder and co-owner of Col- 
ogne’s Oppenheim Bank. And these were only three of the so-called Cologne 
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circle of affluent liberal-bourgeois democrats — bankers, industrialists, lawyers, 
doctors, etc. — who were to back the new venture. 

The Rheinische Zeitung came into being with an impressive share capital 
exceeding 30,000 Thaler. The Rhineland was in many ways Prussia’s most 
modern and best-developed province. Its industrialists had continued to do 
well for themselves under the new rulers. But they and Cologne’s rich, cultured 
élite resented not only the mindless Prussian laws after the French liberties, but 
the whole idea of being governed by a feudal caste of aristocratic paper-pushers 
who often referred the slightest matter back for decision to ‘His All-Highest 
Majesty’ in Berlin. They found it ridiculous that in the Rhenish Diet, which 
the King convened irregularly at his pleasure — and which, anyway, had no 
power to resolve anything, only to make recommendations — issues of wider 
than local concern could only be discussed when the ‘All-Highest’ so moved. At 
that, the growing bourgeoisie was under-represented in the Diet and the intelli- 
gentsia and middle class remained entirely excluded from it. 

The sponsors of the Rheinische Zeitung, in short, wanted democratic represen- 
tation and a greater say in provincial as well as national affairs. They favoured a 
constitutional monarchy and were ready to compaign for equitable laws, freedom 
of thought and religion, and against censorship of ideas. Theirs was to be an out- 
spoken newspaper standing for progress, though hardly a radical one. 

Things, however, were to turn out differently. The bourgeois merchants and 
lawyer-politicians among the shareholders represented a wide diversity of 
interests. While all wished to see the restoration of civic rights they had enjoyed 
under Napoleon, some were were chiefly interested in railway expansion and 
the extension of customs unions to the advantage of the textile industry; others 
attached greater importance to pressing the political issue of the constitution; 
and the paper’s editorial staff was to be composed largely of academics with 
philosophical ideas who meant to fight Prussia’s feudal-clerical policies. Jung, 
who had frequented the Doctors Club in Berlin, may have promised the editor- 
ship to Hess, but he was interested in staffing the paper with Young Hegelians, 
and he and Oppenheim were eventually to bring Karl Marx onto the scene. 

Marx had moved to Bonn at the end of July 1841, but on his way there he 
had spent some time being dined and wined in Cologne by Jung, Oppenheim 
and their circle. On or about 10 August, Jenny, addressing Marx as her darling 
Schwarzwildchen — literally, ‘little wild boar’ — wrote at the start of one of her 
more ecstatic letters: ‘how glad I am that you are in good spirits and that my 
letter cheered you, and that you long for me; that you live in tapestried rooms 
and have drunk champagne in Cologne and that there are Hegel clubs there, 
and that you dreamt [of me] and that, in short, you are mine, my own darling 


little wild boar...’ 
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Whether Hess met Marx, who was 6 years his junior, at one of the Cologne 
champagne parties or at Bonn University, their encounter was to have far- 
reaching consequences for both. On 2 September, in a letter to Auerbach, Hess 
described the ‘overwhelming’ impression made on him by ‘a man who is now 
one of our friends, though he lives in Bonn, where he will soon be lecturing.’ In 
this justly famous letter, Hess called Marx ‘a phenomenon’ and prophesied: 


Be prepared to meet the greatest, perhaps the only genuine philoso- 
pher now alive, who will soon... attract the eyes of all Germany... Dr 
Marx, as is the name of my idol, is still a very young man (about 24 at 
most) who will give medieval religion and politics their coup de grace. 
He combines the deepest philosophic seriousness with the most 
biting wit. Imagine Rousseau, Voltaire, Holbach, Lessing, Heine and 
Hegel united in one person — J say united, not lumped together — and 
you have Dr Marx.9 


Marx was never to be so succinctly summed up as in these lines written before 
he had conceived any theory of note or published anything except two insignifi- 
cant poems. Elsewhere in his panegyric, Hess added that he had always wished 
‘to have a man like him as my teacher in philosophy... Patience! now I, too, may 
yet learn something!” 

This may explain the paradoxical fact that it was Hess himself who was ulti- 
mately to ‘persuade the financiers’ of the Rheinische Zeitung to offer Marx its 
editorship.'® As it turned out, however, Marx was to learn quite a few things 
from Hess. 


‘All who knew him were convinced of the great future awaiting 26-year-old 
Doctor Marx... and his beautiful young wife,’ Heinrich Boll was to observe in a 
little-known essay published 120 years after Marx’s first contact with the 
founders of the Rheinische Zeitung. Boll, winner of a Nobel Prize for Literature 
—and himself a Rhinelander, born and bred in Cologne — conjured up a vivid 
picture of the career Marx might have made, but sacrificed: ‘It is not difficult to 
imagine Marx as a young, celebrated professor’ commanding a large following 
and much sought-after, or ‘being elevated to Prussian Cabinet rank as a pro- 
gressive young Minister, to be immortalized in a Biedermeyer painting with a 
couple of medals decorating his expensively clothed chest, surrounded by his 
wife and children, a picture of German bliss...”"" 

Indeed, Marx was barely 23 years old that summer of 1841, and the most 
brilliant career seemed to be his for the asking. Others besides Moses Hess 
expected young Marx to become Germany’s foremost philosopher, equal to — 
and in time perhaps surpassing — Kant, Fichte and Hegel. Admired by all in the 
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Doctors Club, second to none but that searing wit and erudite critic, Dr Bauer, 
he had taken little time to make manifest the promise of genius his father had 
perceived in him. His head was like a power-house or ‘a factory of ideas’, as his 
Berlin friend and sometime drinking companion, the historian Karl Köppen, 
had commented in a letter in June 1841. If Köppen was one of what might be 
called Marx’s own clique in the Doctors Club, the awe-struck Hess was not. Yet 
three months later he, too, was proclaiming him his idol. By October, Jung was 
pronouncing Marx ‘one of the most incisive minds I know’, and before many 
months Arnold Ruge, editor of the German Yearbooks (Deutsche Jahrbücher), 
was adding his testimony and declaring Marx ‘a perfectly excellent head’. 

Nor was it by intellect alone that he had made his mark. ‘Domineering, impet- 
uous, passionate, full of boundless self-confidence, at the same time deeply 
earnest and erudite,’ thus Gustav von Mevissen, one of the shareholders of the 
Rheinische Zeitung, was to recall him. Young Marx’s sinewy, hirsute appearance 
made Mevissen describe him as ‘a powerful man... with thick black hair spring- 
ing from his cheeks, arms, nose and ears...’ Engels, who was to arrive in Berlin 
in the autumn, had yet to meet Marx when he wrote a long satire in verse on the 
members of the Doctors Club, containing his famous doggerel about ‘the black 
fellow from Trier, a savage monster’, pounding the ground with his heels and 
advancing with clenched fist, ‘raving and raging mad, as if a thousand devils 
had him by the hair.’ 

Written from hearsay, on the basis of Marx’s Berlin reputation, the exagger- 
ated portrayal conveys nothing so much as a sense of restless vigour and aggres- 
sive dynamism. There is, in short, little doubt that everything about young 
Marx, his mental powers and range, his ebullience, his pugnacious spirit and his 
very bearing, marked him as an extraordinary personality in the eyes of those 
who knew him. Together with his dark, not to say demonic, attraction, it was a 
combination that also held Jenny in thrall, and never more so than by the end of 
that summer of 1841, when — still clinging to their youthful and tenuous bond 
of love for 5 tense long years — she was approaching the old-maid age of 28. 

Karl had done nothing by way of hurrying his studies in order to speed up 
the day of their marriage. Even now, more than a year since he had obtained his 
doctorate in Berlin, he was living in Bonn. Jenny remained a prey to loneliness 
in Trier, bravely bearing the commiserating glances which the denizens of that 
‘Popish old nest’ had for advanced spinsterhood, while struggling with her own 

doubts, frustrations and anxieties. Indeed, her letter to her ‘little wild boar’ 
shows her living vicariously through his champagne bouts, his Hegel discus- 
sions, his plans and frolics with the famous and to her unknown Bruno Bauer. 
Written from her ‘little bed’ during a sick spell, it is an effusive, somewhat 
exalté and unreal letter, abounding in endearments and diminutives, but its 
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feverish tone is less the result of running a temperature than of something else. 
She is alarmed at the prospect of his starting 


to meddle with politics. That is dangerously perilous. Karlchen, 
always remember that your darling is waiting for you at home, is 
hopeful and miserable and entirely dependent on your fate. You dear, 
dear little heart, if only I could see you again. You asked for only 2 
lines, and now this little page is almost full... But you, Herzchen, 
won’t be angry with your little Jenny, will you... 


Her head is ‘pitiably empty, and whirring and humming with a rattle and 
clatter’ as of wheels and mills, but her 


little heart overflows with longing, love and ardent desire for you, my 
endlessly beloved... O Liebchen, how much I think of you and your 
love through the sleepless nights, how oft have I not prayed for you 
[and] blessed you... A kiss on every finger... Fly, fly to my Karl and 
press yourselves hot on his lips... Whisper to him all the small 
charming secret sweetnesses that love inspires... I must stop, my 
hand is a complete hubbub. 


At the very end comes the question: ‘Is it not true that I can marry you after 
all??? 

She sounds overwrought, insecure and affected by that ‘continuing sexual 
repression’ which in the mid-1970s was to make one scholarly author ponder the 
likelihood that Jenny ‘remained a virgin throughout her long engagement’. Yet 
her next letter — written only 5 weeks after the other, but first published in 1975 
— reveals a new and different Jenny. It contains hints of some sexual rapport that 
strengthened her attachment to Karl and of her mother’s anxiety that they 
respect the proprieties incumbent on engaged couples in 1841. ‘Mother’, she 
wrote on 13 September, ‘is again after me with all her old reproaches.’ Jenny had 
been spending some time at Neuss, on the Rhine north of Bonn, and her mother 
was sending Edgar to pick her up at Cologne — midway between the two towns — 
and insisting that they must ‘absolutely observe all inner as well as external 
decencies, otherwise I shall not be allowed to visit you in Bonn,’ apparently on 
the way back to Trier. ‘All this dropped like a ton on my soul. Inner as well as 
external decencies!! —o my Karl, my sweet only Karl} 


And yet, Karl, I cannot, do not, feel any remorse. When I shut my 
eyes firmly and conjure up the vision of your smiling face I am filled 
with bliss at the thought that I have been everything to you... O Karl, 
I fully realize what I have done and how the world would outlaw me, 


793 


THE Doctors OF REVOLUTION 


I know all that, yet nevertheless I am happy and cheerful and would 
not trade even the memory of those hours for any treasure in the 


world. 


She only trembles at the thought that ‘I shall have to go on living apart from you 
for so long, surrounded by woes and misery...’ She details some of her younger 
brother Edgar’s debts and his ‘deranged financial situation’, and mentions two 
sums of 40 and 30 Thaler she received from home — but they melted so quickly 
that ‘I hardly have enough left for the return journey...’ 

In her August letter, Jenny had coquettishly complained to her Schwarzwild- 
chen: ‘You might have praised me a little for my Greek and my scholarliness’ 
and had gone on to observe, rightly and in some resignation, that ‘you Hegeliz~ 
ing gentlemen are never ready to acknowledge anything, be it ever so superla- 
tive, if it does not exactly conform to your ideas — so I must modestly rest on my 
own laurels.’ Now she wrote: ‘What a beloved sweet, unique heart’s darling you 
are!... Imagine me, Herzchen, still lying in my little bed dreaming and lost in 
(morning) reverie when Thekla brought me your small, crumpled little letter... 
How I rejoiced, thankful and brimming with love! Do you really enjoy my 
letters? I can never quite believe it. And how proud and vain my little flatterer 
makes me!’ Karl had apparently praised her ‘humour, wit and vivacity’ and her 
4-page reply to his ‘crumpled little’ one was as packed as ever with endearing 
diminutives — the ‘little wild boar’ had now become her ‘beloved little angel’ — 
and with signs of some basic insecurity: ‘Isn’t it true, Karl, that you will now 
remain faithful to me for ever and ever and work it out that I can become your 
wife?’ But for all this lingering, long-nursed anxiety, it was a much more confi- 
dent, calm and Jess prudish Jenny who now addressed him: ‘Actually, you had 
better not fetch me from Cologne’, for it might ‘raise scruples at home, but you 
will come, won’t you, please, please.’ And: ‘Karl, how angelically good you are... 
and Karlchen, I am not angry with you for kissing that woman, I am even a little 
glad if you enjoyed it, that is how I Jove you, but...’ And she warned him that as 
for ‘allowing another to enjoy that highest bliss which I can hardly fathom for 
myself — no, Karl, that I cannot.’ 

This time Jenny sounds more like the adult woman she was, but after humor- 
ously describing Neuss and a visit to Düsseldorf, her mind turned back to the 
treasured memory which was the true Leitmotif of this letter: ‘Once more I 
lived through every blissful hour. Again I lay against your bosom, happy in the 
ecstasy of love! And how you smiled at me, shining with joy. Karl, Karl, how I 
love you!’ She struggled for words, and the sum of all that her ‘heart, senses, 
thoughts, everything, past, present, future’ was capable of inscribing was: ‘I 
love you inexpressibly, limitlessly, timelessly, immeasurably...’" 
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Virgin or not, she was obviously consumed by a strong attraction to Marx 
and there was now a new element of erotic intimacy that could not but cement 
her faithfulness to their bond and his hold on her. She remained not only or 
simply true to him and their youthful vow, but entirely at his beck and call, 
completely amenable, not to say subservient to his will, his needs, impatient but 
resigned and waiting for him to settle their future throughout his year-long 
commutings from Trier to Berlin, from Berlin to Bonn, and between Bonn and 
Cologne. 

His alliance with a titled nobleman, whether of ‘ancient or exalted’ stock or 
not, certainly did not diminish his chances of landing a lectureship in Bonn and 
distinguishing himself in a university career. Sooner or later he might be called 
to join Prussia’s ruling hierarchy in some high office. And the likeliest juncture 
when a great future could indeed have been his was now, between the ages of 23 
and 24 (and not when he was 26 and had left Germany for self-chosen exile in 
Paris). 

But it was not to be. At that time Marx had tied his fate to Bruno Bauer’s, 
and by September 1841 the extraordinary Dr Bauer was already in hot water 
with both Protestant and Catholic professors at Bonn, with his students, and 
with the authorities in Berlin. Bauer, the ‘pure critic’ and theologian who had 
lost his faith, has in recent times been described as an ‘intellectual rapist’. He 
was indeed, in describing his own method of Gospel criticism, to resort to 
aggressive sexual symbols: ‘He combats theology, even in the Gospels, and in 
the course of this combat forces his way into the sanctum of religion, and when 
he has penetrated its theological forecourts [propylaea} he profanes it with 
relish.’' 

In April 184: Bauer had published the first volume of his Criticism of the 
Synoptic Gospels. He relished the furore it caused in the theological world and 
most of the academic establishment. In March, before the book was even out, 
he had declared to Marx that the second volume was going to add another 
‘hefty blow’. This indeed landed to effect when it was published in September. 
Bauer had hoped to exploit the rivalry between Bonn’s two theology schools — 
one Protestant, the other Catholic — but his undisguised contempt for his col- 
leagues of both denominations united them all against him. In August, during 
the interval between the appearance of the two volumes, his lectures were dis- 
rupted by pious or incited theology students, and the new reactionary Minister 
of Education, Eichhorn, had discreetly begun to ventilate the possibility of 
sacking Bauer. 

It was a characteristic of this brilliant radical scholar that, having practically 
annihilated the basis of Christianity in his two volumes by declaring that the 
Gospels were non-historical myths created by writers and poets, he seemed to 
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think that his total rejection of all theology and theologians was no obstacle to 
his continued presence in a theological faculty,'5 and he had since launched 
another attack on ‘the Government tendencies’ in a provocative article titled 
‘The Christian State and Our Time’. 

In May, at the beginning of the whole hullabaloo, a semi-official suggestion 
had been put to him from the Ministry of Education in Berlin that he shift from 
theology to teaching church-history and formally apply for that chair. The 
fanatically principled Bauer, however, was not going to give up the battle 
between ‘science and the state’ or the formidable weapon represented by his 
method of ‘pure criticism’. 

‘I cannot apply, I must keep myself pure,’ was his reply, transmitted through 
his brother Edgar in Berlin, to the Ministry’s offer." 

With Marx in Bonn since July, Bauer hoped at last to produce the world-his- 
torical crisis about which he had written to him in confidence. For a start, the 
two of them planned to launch a periodical — to be titled Archives of Atheism — 
meant to discredit Prussia’s clericalism on theological as well as philosophical 
grounds. Before long, Jung described Marx in a private letter as ‘quite a desper- 
ate revolutionary’. He added that Marx, Bauer and Feuerbach were ‘getting 
together to found a theological-philosophical review, so the old Lord God had 
better surround Himself with all His angels and have mercy on Himself, for 
these three are sure to drive Him out of His heaven.’'? 

It is apparent that Marx had moved to Bonn not only to make good the 
chance of obtaining a lectureship, but to help Bauer raise Cain, intellectually 
speaking. To collaborate with Bauer on a provocative anti-religious periodical 
was not the ideal recipe for obtaining a chair. Nevertheless, in September 1841 
the Archives of Atheism had not yet appeared — the periodical was in fact never to 
materialize — and for the moment Marx’s prospects remained open. Dr Bauer 
had not yet been suspended, and in spite of the forces allied against him, the 
Ministry, while considering ways of getting rid of him, was intent on avoiding a 
scandal. 

Next, Bauer committed a careless mistake. In Berlin on 28 September, he 
rose to speak at a soirée in honour of Karl Th. Welcker, a distinguished profes- 
sor and well-known liberal who had taught law at Freiburg and Karlsruhe uni- 
versities. Welcker, who had already lost one chair because of his outspoken 
views, had just been dismissed for the second time. On his way to Berlin, liberal 
groups in several towns had feted him at dinners and other protest-and-sympa- 
thy demonstrations which caused a great stir. The crowning affair was a ‘sere- 

nade’ to him organized by Bauer and his friends of the Doctors Club in Berlin, 
after which Welcker was escorted in festive procession to be dined and wined at 
a tavern. 
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There Bauer proposed a toast in the spirit of the Left Hegelians. But it was a 
veiled allusion he made to the absence of a constitution in Prussia that most 
annoyed the King. “To root out the dragon-seed of Hegelianism’, as the King 
put it to his friend Carl von Bunsen,'® had long seemed to him imperative in 
view of the increasingly radical doctrines spread by the new ‘leftist’ philoso- 
phers. Friedrich Wilhelm IV had already summoned Hegel’s inveterate adver- 

_ sary — the venerable Schelling himself — from Munich to Berlin to deliver a 
course of lectures expressly designed to denounce and demolish the atheistic 
neo-Hegelian trend-setters. Schelling’s course, which was widely publicized 
and awaited with great interest, was scheduled for the winter term. Before it 
was to start in mid-November Dr Bauer was suspended. Disciplinary proceed- 
ings were instituted against him, but as these promised to be protracted, his lec- 
turing post was to hang in the balance for some time. The outcome was far from 
certain, as the theological faculties of all the universities would have to be con- 
sulted before any drastic measures could be taken against him. 


In Paris, on 14 June 1841, Heine was walking in the rue Richelieu when he was 
rudely accosted by a stranger. It took the short-sighted writer some seconds to 
recognize that the gentleman abusing him in German was the husband of Jeanette 
Strauss-Wohl. It was nearly a year since the publication of his book, in which — 
questioning the late Bérne’s reputation as a high priest of morality — he had 
referred to the Strauss-Wohl ménage à trois. Whereas Madame Strauss-Wohl had 
reacted promptly and with aplomb to Heine’s attack on her worshipped hero, her 
husband had been seething for months over Heine’s innuendo. In a couple of mer- 
ciless lines about the trio, Heine had suggested that Strauss was not the sort of 
frivolous husband whose ‘marital tolerance disarms ridicule’. Rather, he reminded 
one of that species of ‘cuckolded asses full of gall’ mentioned in Indian lore."9 

Strauss thus had good reason to be bitter when he ran into Heine in the 
street. There were no witnesses to the verbal altercation which took place. On 
23 June, having handed Strauss his card, Heine left with Mathilde for a planned 
holiday at Cauterets in the Pyrenees. They had not been there long when he 
received the news that Strauss claimed to have publicly boxed his ears. By July, 
Strauss and his friends were planting paid items camouflaged as news reports to 
this effect in the German newspapers. As headlines such as ‘Heine Slapped in 
the Face’ and others promising juicy details spread all over Germany, Heine 
assured his friends that the whole incident had consisted of ‘a few stammering 
words babbled out by this trembling individual. I gave him my address, saying 
that I was about to leave for the Pyrenees and if he wished to discuss anything 
with me it could certainly wait a couple of weeks until my return, seeing that he 
had already waited for twelve [sic] months.’?° 
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He mounted a counter-campaign in the press. Whereupon Strauss named 
three honourable gentlemen, Koloff, Dr Schuster and Hamberg — all friends of 
the late Borne and leaders of the German radicals in Paris — who claimed to 
have witnessed the incident. Heine was eventually to prove that they had not 
been present, and the affair took a new turn when the three admitted that in 
their fury at Heine’s Borne they had been ready to bear false witness against him 
on the basis of mere hearsay. On his return to Paris, Heine charged his friends 
Théophile Gautier and Alphonse Royer to call on Strauss and demand a formal 
apology. Strauss refused and in his turn appointed two seconds. He chose 
swords. Heine insisted on pistols. Strauss switched to sabres. Heine stuck to 
‘pistols, the distance twenty steps, the first shot to be decided by lot.’ 

While the two parties hassled about rules and weapons, news of the imminent 
duel added to the general brouhaha. Richard Wagner published an article taking 
Heine’s side against Strauss; Gabriel Riesser, a leading Hamburg Jew who knew 
and trusted Strauss, publicly declared himself so indignant that he challenged 
Heine to a duel and offered to come to Paris for the purpose; some of the 
German press speculated that Heine was probably too cowardly to fight at all 
and Campe, not without some malice, egged him on to disprove this ‘legend’. 

Heine, however, needed no prodding: ‘I am not a man who allows himself to 
be publicly insulted in the heart of Paris.’*! He was burning with anger, not so 
much at Strauss, ‘the poor devil’, as at ‘the calumnies and defamation’ that filled 
the German press. His insistence on pistols has been seen by some as a sign that 
he was wearily abandoning his life to chance, but to go by his own testimony he 
was keen to prove his honour once and for all by ‘a deed’ that would give the lie 
to all his detractors. 

It is true that he was frustrated. On New Year’s Day 1841 he had received the 
news that Uncle Salomon, ina fit of displeasure, had cut his annuity from 4,000 
to 2,500 francs and in a turn of the screw had ordered it to be meted out to him 
in weekly instalments of 50 francs. Heine had hoped that his ‘roaring lion’ of a 
Borne book would drag the ‘lamb’ of the Salon IV in its trail of success, but in 
March 1841 Campe had reported that ‘the lion’ was hardly selling and ‘the 
lamb’ was limping behind. Campe had offered, however, to issue the fourth 
edition of the Book of Songs, and during the spring, in spite of headaches and 
eye-trouble, Heine had known hours of pleasure going over his own verses to 
emend previous misprints. 

Nor had he allowed his social life to suffer. Before leaving for the Pyrenees, he 
had attended lectures at the French Academy and 6 of the musical season’s high- 
lights — including two piano recitals by Liszt, another by Chopin and a benefit 
concert to which both Liszt and Berlioz lent their talents to collect funds for a 
Beethoven monument in Bonn. Robert Schumann was setting some of Heine’s 
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folk songs to music (Opus 64), and Liszt his Loreley. And on 28 July, the opening 
night of the ballet Giselle — inspired by Heine’s folk tale — had taken place at the 
Paris Grand’ Opéra with the famous Carlotta Grisi in the title role. The triumph 
of this ballet was the brightest news Heine received while he was at Cauterets. 

But none of this compensated for the loss of his reputation in Germany. His 
holiday having been spoilt by the Strauss scandal, Heine, who always thrived 

_ when the whole world was against him, recovered from his recent lethargy by 
the spectacle of Germany’s literary critics and its democratic trendsetters — 
Goedeke, Gutzkow, Arnold Ruge, and the now famous Georg Herwegh, too — 
all making common cause with the likes of Koloff, Dr Schuster and Hamberg, 
the three false witnesses, to drag his name through the mud. Embittered and 
engaged for weeks on several fronts, pressing Strauss to agree to pistols, 
unmasking his lying supporters in Paris, bombarding the German press with 
rebuttals of each abusive item that kept popping up — and simultaneously 
rebuffing Riesser and others who had offered to fight him in Strauss’s place 
with the advice ‘to go and hang’ themselves if they were tired of life — Heine 
conducted himself with the mixed courage of a desperado and the cool-headed 
implacability of the convinced fighter for truth, which was his favourite stance. 

The duel was by way of a daring gambit to regain the respect of the German 
public, or at least that section of it which he trusted to see through ‘intrigues’ 
and to have remained loyal to him in spite of the hullabaloo. The duel, as he put 
it, was not for the sake of obtaining satisfaction; it was a ‘manifestation’. 

It finally took place early on the morning of 7 September in the valley of 
Saint-Germain. Strauss, winning the throw of dice, was the first to fire. His 
bullet grazed Heine’s hip without injuring the bone. Heine fired into the air. 
According to an apocryphal story he is supposed to have said that ‘the sky was 
so clear and blue’ and the air so filled with the fragrance of the fields that God 
did not wish him to die on a morning when nature’s ‘most beautiful things’ 
were on display. What Heine actually wrote to Campe while he was laid up for a 
few days with a swollen and black hip was that, for all the slight physical damage 
he had incurred, he saw himself as the moral victor.” 

A fortnight before the duel, he woke up to the fact that Mathilde’s life and 
future were as much at stake as the honour for which he was ready to risk his 
own. They had been living together as husband and wife in what he called a 
‘wild’ conjugality. To her he was mon homme, while he, though increasingly 
attached to her, preserved a sense of liberty, however illusory. He had always 
felt responsible for her, but never to the point of legitimizing their relationship. 
The prospect of the duel made up his mind for him. 

And so it was that on 31 August he married Mathilde at the Catholic church 
of Saint Sulpice and the following day in a civil ceremony at the Préfecture. To 


709 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


pre-empt criticism that he, who so often ridiculed the church, its institutions 
and the hypocrisy of bourgeois marriages, had ‘submitted to a religious cere- 
mony’, he wrote that he did so because Mathilde, ‘who comes of a strict 
Catholic family, would not have considered herself married without this cere- 
mony’. 

From that day to this, it has puzzled historians that a brilliant man who was 
on intimate terms with George Sand, the Princess Belgiojoso and some of the 
most brilliant women of the age should have married Mathilde, who was chiefly 
interested in frippery and fashions and often exasperated him with her mind- 
less chatter and childish tantrums. It seems, however, that what Heine found in 
society was the stimulation which satisfied his intellectual needs; otherwise he 
was a world unto himself and shared his genius with no one. And for all the 
grand amour of his youth, his subsequent short affairs and the lyrical and other 
songs in which he, ‘the poet of the bleeding heart’, dealt with every aspect of 
love, Mathilde was the only one who aroused and maintained his passion for 
any length of time. It has been suggested on the basis of certain verses that his 
passion was in fact spent and that at the time of the duel ‘he felt himself liber- 
ated from Mathilde as never before’.?3 This may have been so, but the question 
is what he should have done when the problem of their relationship became 
acute. He could not in good conscience consider sending Mathilde back to her 
mother or leave her alone and helpless in the world. 

Announcing his marriage to Campe on 5 September, he wrote that he had 
felt in duty bound to confer on his ‘beautiful and pure-hearted’ mistress the 
honourable status of a legally wedded spouse. He informed his sister Charlotte 
briefly and humorously on 13 September that he had married ‘the good-looking 
young woman with whom I have been quarreling daily for more than six years.’ 
But it was in a letter he wrote on 13 October to August Lewald that he alluded 
to the exigency which had prompted him to act: 


You will have learned that a few days before the duel I was faced with 
the necessity, in order to secure Mathilde’s position in the world, to 
turn my wild marriage into a tame one. This marital duel, which will 
not cease before one of us is dead, is certainly more dangerous than 
my short duel with Salomon Strauss.?4 


Thus Heine knew what he was doing. He made it no secret that Mathilde had 
grown on him. He was 44, had mellowed, and his days as an amoral young 
Hellene were over. Mathilde had tamed him, not vice-versa, and he was settling 
down — as he actually intimated in another letter written 4 days before he took 
her to church — to the comforts and ‘respectability of petty-bourgeois domes- 


ticity, which will remain the same after the marriage as it was before it.’ 
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One unexpected and happy result of Heine’s marriage was that Uncle Salo- 
mon, who at the beginning of the year had cut his annuity, promptly raised it 
from the original 4,000 to 4,800 francs a year. The capricious but not ungener- 


ous millionaire was apparently pleased that his nephew seemed at last to have 
settled down. 


In August, while Heine was marrying Mathilde and Hess and Marx were busy 
with their respective newspaper projects, Michael Bakunin set out from Berlin 
on a holiday jaunt in western Germany. With him were his sister Varvara and 
her 5-year-old son. They planned to spend several weeks at Ems spa, and then 
to visit Frankfurt and Dresden. 

It was a little over a year since Michael had arrived in Berlin. He was no 
sooner there than he received the shocking news of Stankevich’s death in 
Italy. Shortly afterwards Varvara, who had been with Stankevich during his 
last moments, had arrived from Italy with her son. Though grief-stricken by 
the death of the young man she had worshipped, she was composed — consol- 
ing herself by the religious-philosophical reflection that ‘death, the disappear- 
ance of an individuality’, was merely its return to and ‘immersion once more 
in the general, in God’, in nature?® ~ and Michael Bakunin was relieved when 
the sister he had ‘liberated’ from her husband set up house for the three of 
them. 

But his first year in Berlin, the city where he had hoped to be united with the 
universal, had not been an altogether happy one. Professor Karl Werder — who, 
since introducing Stankevich and Granovsky into the mysteries of Hegelian 
philosophy, had become a kind of guru to all Russian students seeking illumina- 
tion in Berlin — had given him a few private lessons, but had soon left on his 
summer vacation. Left to his own devices in alien Berlin, Michael felt rather 
lost and homesick. And the news he received from Premukhino was that 
beloved Tatyana had never been ‘so deeply, hopelessly depressed’ and that she 
and his other siblings felt ‘like a flock without its shepherd... Without you 
nothing is right.’ Michael himself was so despondent that he wrote to them: 
“We have remained alone. Around us stretches nothing but a vast wasteland on 
which we come upon caricatured shadows of our own life.’ It was all very well 
to bolster his ‘flock’ and his own spirits by adding that ‘in this isolation we are 
not alone’ and referring them to the ‘spiritual and blessed life’ that would 
sustain them all with its eternal truth.?” But the truth was that the Germans 
struck him as ‘terrible philistines’, and that most of his time during his first 
three months in Berlin was — as he confessed in a letter to Herzen — ‘given over 
to worries’. When not reading Pushkin, Gogol and Lermontov, he whiled away 
his time by going over all the newspapers in the coffee shops one after another.” 
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Providentially, before the end of that summer Ivan Turgenev turned up in 
Berlin. The 22-year-old son of an idle Russian aristocrat and a tyrannical 
mother who ran the 5,000 serfs of the estate she had brought into the family 
with a ruthless fist, Turgenev claimed to have ‘democratic views and enthusi- 
asm for the U.S.A.’ — first displayed, by his own account, at the age of 15 when 
his fellow-students at Moscow University nicknamed him ‘the American’, 
These had germinated early and grown, together with his life-long aversion to 
violence, as he observed the outright sadistic brutality with which his mother 
punished her subjects for the slightest misdemeanour. His father, before he 
died when the boy was 16, had transferred him to St Petersburg, where he had 
obtained a university degree in 1837. Then Turgenev had spent the next two 
years studying history, Latin and Greck, as well as Hegelian philosophy, in 
Berlin. There he had inevitably fallen under the spell of Stankevich, although 
the latter had taken no great interest in him. Nevertheless, young Turgenev’s 
feelings, as he admitted at the time, were ‘like great waves... On the title-page of 
my [copy of Hegels] Encyclopaedia is written: Stankevich died... I met 
Bakunin... From all the rest of my past life I do not want to carry away another 
memory.”?9 

In short, Turgenev transferred his admiration to the leonine Bakunin, who 
was 5 years his senior and accepted it as his due, besides its being a boon. For 
one thing, Turgenev knew his way about Berlin geographically and socially; for 
another, he had plenty of money and was always good for a loan. Besides, 
Bakunin could not but relish the role of playing mentor to this gentlemanly 
youth and eager would-be disciple who declared himself ‘happy to be able to 
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address you as “thou”’. And to cap the auguries for a felicitous relationship, 
Turgenev not only shared his own interest in art, music and literature but 
meant to resume his studies in the autumn under his former teacher, Professor 
Werder, for whose courses Bakunin had already registered. Turgenev’s infec- 
tious optimism and the youthful exuberance with which he dwelt on the coming 
university year — ‘Let’s count the months of pleasure, from 1 October to 1 May, 
seven months, 210 days... It will go splendidly for us, the university, study, and 
evenings we will gather at your sister’s, go to listen to good music, organize 
readings. Werder will visit us’3° — not only delivered Bakunin from his loneli- 
ness and gloom but rekindled the vision he had entertained in Russia of a 
‘golden’ future in store for him in scholarly Berlin. 

In October he had in fact moved into Turgenev’s apartment. Free of the 
domestic chores and responsibilities of living with the frequently ill Varvara 
and her child, he let his sisters at Premukhino know that after them, the Beyers, 
and Stankevich, Turgenev now ranked fourth in his affection. In his new mood 
that autumn he also found a way of reconciling himself to Stankevich’s death 
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by adopting the theory of personal immortality. The paradox inherent in it pre- 
sented no great trouble to Bakunin, who was presently to proclaim ‘contradic- 
tions’ to be ‘the basic law’ and very spice of life, and eventually to come up with 
a philosophy of ‘creative destruction’. Dialectically disposing of any mystery or 
confutation about personal immortality, he gave his sisters a metaphysical 
explanation of it based on the concepts of ‘suffering’ and ‘negation’ taken from 
his old Fichtean store of arguments: ‘In contrast to material life, which pos- 
sesses only what it appropriates, Spirit possesses only what it surrenders. And 
death, that total destruction of individuality, is the supreme fulfilment of this 
mystery and is therefore the supreme fulfilment of the personality... a blessed 
revelation of immortality.’3! 

The winter of 1840-41 proved as exciting as Turgenev had promised. ‘The 
static freeze that had begun to threaten the flow of my inner being has gradu- 
ally disappeared,’ Bakunin reported shortly after embarking with great zeal on 
a programme of studies which included logic and the history of philosophy 
under Werder, as well as courses on phenomenology, physics and theology. ‘I 
feel alive and free.’3? 

He was enthusiastic about Werder, who exuded an air of Gemütlichkeit, took 
a friendly interest in his Russian students, wrote poetry and, besides a book on 
Hegelian logic, was engaged in a stage play, Christopher Columbus. ‘What a won- 
derful man,’ Michael wrote to Herzen. Werder, who was only 31, seemed to 
him the personification of that admirable ‘living, free union of knowledge and 
life’ to which he himself aspired and had vainly been striving for. 

For Bakunin, at last able to satisfy his declared thirst for knowledge, it was a 
great thing to earn Werder’s friendship and to have the informal professor read 
the first act of his play to a gathering at Varvara’s. Further marking his re-entry 
into society after the cloud of scandal he had left behind in Moscow and St 
Petersburg, Bakunin became a habitué of the Russian salon maintained in 
Berlin by Madame Frolov. He also took up riding and fencing, and together 
with Turgenev he regularly attended weekly performances of the Beethoven 
Symphonies. But on most evenings during that winter a small circle of their 
friends would come up to Varvara’s apartment to drink tea from a samovar. 
Werder sometimes brought a lady-friend, and they discussed philosophy and 
art, read poetry, joked and laughed and occasionally broke into song. ‘We have 
scarcely a moment’s peace,’ Varvara wrote to her sisters. 

One evening, among the Berlin celebrities who frequented Madame Frolov’s 
salon, Bakunin found himself in the presence of Bettina Brentano von Arnim, 
the legendary Romantic, friend of Beethoven and Goethe, and author of the 
three-volume Goethe’s Correspondence with a Child, a fragment of which 
Bakunin had, some years before, spent nights translating by lantern light in the 
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garden of Premukhino. The petite, elf-like, 52-year-old widow of Achim von 
Arnim — the poet and compiler, together with her brother Clemens Brentano, of 
the famous Des Knaben Wunderhorn — was to enter German political and cul- 
tural history for her indefatigable championship since the 1830s of a constitu- 
tional regime and freedom of the press in Prussia; for speaking up against 
nationalism and the clerical establishment; and for drawing attention to the 
social problem of the starving Silesian workers long before it was to explode. In 
1840 she used her influence with the new King — whom she had known since his 
brighter days as a ‘progressive’ Crown Prince — to appoint the brothers Grimm 
to Berlin University after their dismissal on political grounds from Göttingen. 

By 1841, Bettina’s famous salon on Unter den Linden, which Bakunin had 
been frequenting since the previous autumn, was the rallying point of Berlin’s 
leading liberals. Marx would presently make his appearance in her drawing- 
room; and among its older habitués was Varnhagen von Ense, the ex-diplomat 
and friend of Heine. Although Varnhagen, both by nature and because of his 
Court connections, tended to be cautious about his liberal opinions, the King’s 
policies were so freely criticized at Bettina’s that her own brother-in-law, the 
arch-conservative Professor von Savigny, refused on one occasion to enter the 
house when coming to fetch her daughters to a ball, preferring to wait outside 
and walk around in the dark. 

But of the political opinions Bakunin heard there, of the constitutional issue 
raised by Jacoby’s Four Questions, or the intellectual ferment and the revolution 
in thought created by the writings of Strauss, Feuerbach and Bruno Bauer and 
their attacks on religion — which in Prussia was tantamount to attacking the 
State — there is, strangely, not the slightest mention in his correspondence from 
Berlin. 

This is all the more surprising as he also had long private talks with Varn- 
hagen, who on one occasion recorded in his diary that Bakunin gave him ‘some 
noteworthy reports about Russia’. Bakunin impressed Varnhagen, who knew 
that he had published a fragment of Bettina’s Goethe correspondence in 
Russian, and thought him a solid young man of ‘independent mind’ and ‘noble 
spirit’. Bakunin permitted Varnhagen to believe that he had translated the 
whole work, but that the rest of the manuscript was lost.33 

Varnhagen had not only known Hegel, but was the co-founder, together with 
the late Eduard Gans, of the Hegelian Yearbooks of Scholarly Criticism. He 
could give Bakunin any illumination he needed on the political issues agitating 
Germany and on the battle between the conservative Hegelians of the ‘Right’ 

and the increasingly vociferous ones of the ‘Left’ with their philosophy of 
action. Since the beginning of 1841, Bakunin was also consorting with a genu- 
ine revolutionary, H. Miiller-Striibing, a journalist whose opinions had earned 
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him a death-sentence. His sentence was twice commuted, and in 1840, having 
emerged from 5 years in prison, he spent his time hobnobbing with Russian 
students at the coffee shops and wine bars they frequented. 

The almost total absence in Bakunin’s correspondence of any sign of the 
impact made on him by the Young Hegelian Left’s novel attempt — such as he 
had certainly not seen in Russia — to apply philosophy to politics thickens the 
mystery of how he was able, by the end of 1841, within 18 months of his 
arrival, to put on paper a sensational philosophical theory that beat even the 
most radical of them at their theoretical game of dialectically deducing from 
Hegel’s rational philosophy the justification for action to destroy ‘what is’ — i.e., 
the existing order and its mouldy institutions — in order to speed the movement 
of history which would inevitably displace the old for the new in series of cat- 
aclysms and explosions. While they were still arguing how to pass from philoso- 
phy to ‘praxis’, Bakunin was to come up with a programme for ‘the complete 
annihilation of the present political and social world’, and the establishment on 
its ruins of that world of freedom, harmony and reason predicated by Hegel as 
the highest stage of human development. 

Bakunin did report home that Werder’s Columbus was ‘a marvellous, pro- 
found work’. But except for occasionally including such tidbits as that he and 
Turgenev had dressed up flashily for a soirée at Mlle Solmar’s — Turgenev ‘in a 
green velvet Don Juan styled coat, and I in a violet velvet jacket’3+ — his letters 
reveal little of his actual life and activities in Berlin. What they show is Bakunin 
chiefly preoccupied and busying himself, as before, with the affairs of his ‘holy 
commune of the Spirit’ at Premukhino, trying to run the lives of his siblings by 
remote control. 

For the better part of 1841 he was actually engaged in a new campaign on the 
old ‘home front’, as he referred to it. His beloved Tatyana continued to feel 
depressed and his favourite brother Paul, who was 21 and studying law at 
Moscow University and had become a fervent Hegelian under Michael’s guid- 
ance, was having trouble working out his ‘reconciliation with reality’. Michael 
decided to rescue them from the ‘philistinism’ and ‘customary conventions’ of 
their parents and to arrange for both of them to join him in Berlin. Money was 
no problem, for Turgenev would advance it. 

But there were other obstacles, and Bakunin’s method of dealing with them 
shows him at his plotting best. Since his father regarded him as a corrupting 
influence and ‘the enemy of his peace’, it would be useless and counterproduc- 
tive to approach the old man — on whose financial support he depended, Herzen 
and Ogarev having withdrawn theirs — and strain his relations with him. The 
whole thing must be handled delicately through an agent. And he chose his 
brother Nicholas for the job. Nicholas, however, who had been away for years at 
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the Artillery School in St Petersburg, was the one brother who had remained 
immune to Michael’s charisma and to his sway over their 8 siblings. Michael 
regarded Nicholas as a ‘phlegmatic lazy-bones’, but to assuage Varvara’s doubts 
about his own desertion of Premukhino, leaving their aged father to cope with 
the affairs of the estate, he had told her that Nicholas would be a strong support 
for the old man and the rest of the family. And yet in March 1841 he started 
coaxing and inciting Nicholas to take up arms against their father: ‘So now, dear 
Nicholas... aren’t you pleased with this easy opportunity to distinguish yourself 
on the home front of our own family?... Rise up, arm yourself and act.’ 

Nicholas was not to mention anything about Tatyana. It was only after his 
parents agreed to send Paul to Berlin that he was to bring up the matter of 
Tatyana’s going with him. Michael’s brief to Nicholas was that he ‘must act, 
quickly and powerfully’, and send dear Tatyana and Paul ‘off to us as soon as 
possible. We are waiting for them in Berlin.’35 

Simultaneously, Michael had to deal with a crisis which had developed on his 
flank, at the Berlin end of the family ‘home front’. Varvara, who lived with her 
little son in a third-floor apartment not far from the one he shared with Tur- 
genev, was about to yield to parental appeals to return to Russia and make her 
peace with her husband Dyakov. Michael, who had moved heaven and earth to 
‘liberate’ her from a loveless marriage, would not hear of it. He had to promise 
her, however, that if she insisted on returning to Russia he would negotiate an 
arrangement ensuring that the ‘animal’ Dyakov would never molest her physi- 
cally. 

In view of his preoccupation with these various affairs, it is no wonder — 
given the lack of documentation about the way in which he arrived at it — that 
some scholars should have concluded that he performed the move from specu- 
lation to action by a spontaneous ‘leap’ involving a complete break with his past. 
Thus Franco Venturi, in his classic Roots of Revolution, wrote that there was ‘no 
gradual progress from his [Hegelian] political orthodoxy to his revolutionary 
ideas... All the concentrated inner life of his preceding years had prepared him 
for a leap’, and suggested that ‘direct contact with the discussions of the 
Hegelian Left’ transformed Bakunin ‘in one bound’ into a man of action.2° 

More recently, Bakunin biographers have taken pains to demonstrate that 
there was no break and no such ‘transformation’. Besides the conspicuous 
absence of any reference in Bakunin’s correspondence to the ideas of the 
Hegelian Left, they cite his continuing fixation in Berlin on the affairs of his 
sister and the brotherhood at Premukhino. More than one passage in his letters 
shows how the unchanged duality of his nature and his emotional needs — 
swinging from affirmations of a desire to throw himself ‘into the real world in 
order to live and act’ to bouts of inner weakness, solitude and dejection — con- 
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tinued to dictate his views. ‘We remain here as orphans’: nothing illustrates 
better than this sentence written at the end of spring 1841 Bakunin’s estrange- 
ment from ‘the real world’ and his inner isolation. His feeling of being 
orphaned may have been influenced by Turgenev’s imminent departure on a 
prolonged visit to Russia, but the desolation he expressed was to recur even 
after his advance to a philosophy of action and revolution. 

His 1841-42 correspondence abounds in passages marking a renewed with- 
drawal behind ‘the sturdy gates and locks’ of his monastic inner self. In that 
‘forbidden temple’ he could, as before, lick his wounds and comfort himself 
with the Fichtean virtues of ‘negation’ and suffering, virtues which he went on 
extolling to others by writing, for instance, ‘Suffering is the animating, the vital- 
izing principle of existence, illuminating ordinary experience, elevating it to the 
spiritual. Without suffering, without negation, everything would be dead and 
motionless’. In the ‘splendid mansion’ of his inner self he could also, as he 
wrote to the same correspondent, gather his strength and ‘rather rejoice in our 
being chosen to bear truly human suffering’ .37 

As he was not at all the spontaneous man of action, his rejoicing came from 
that obverse element in Fichte’s philosophy, the concept of the suffering man 
who — realizing his divine nature, and pitting the ‘force of faith and the force of 
will’ against external obstacles in his way — rises to the heights of God, in the 
sense of ‘God become man’. It was to these Fichtean ‘forces’ that Michael 
Bakunin, upon hearing that his brother Paul, in the attempt to effect a Hegelian 
‘reconciliation with reality’, had reached the impasse of confessing to Alexan- 
dra Beyer that he felt lost like ‘a phantom’ and ‘my knowledge gives me no 
reality’, resorted when instructing him not to leave everything to ‘the destruc- 
tive movement of everyday life’: 


It is only when our thoughts, feelings, and aims clash with ordinary 
life that they appear to be so many illusions, phantoms, empty fan- 
tasies. But they rise out of the depths of our souls [and] it is not they, 
but ordinary, everyday life that is the most dreadful phantom, which 
shackles us invisibly with paltry but strong fetters. Through force of 
faith and force of will, its eternal companion, we must cast these 
fetters off.38 


All this was a very un-Hegelian way of coming to terms with ‘reality’, reminis- 
cent of the transmogrified Hegel whom Bakunin had been invoking years 
before in Russia when declaring that reality could be bent to his will ‘and must 
take the form and direction which I give them’. 

Paul Bakunin arrived unannounced in Berlin in August 1841, to find both 
Michael and Varvara gone. They had left no address, and Paul had a hard time 
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tracing them. He finally discovered them vacationing at Ems spa. The arrival of 
his favourite brother for an indefinite stay in Germany pleased Michael Baku- 
nin, but from his point of view it was only a partial victory, for the chief object 
of his campaign by proxy had been to get his ‘fine, wise’, spiritually languishing 
Tatyana over to Berlin. Brother Nicholas had managed to persuade their 
parents of the wisdom of letting Paul air his mind abroad before the fancy he 
had conceived for Alexandra Beyer developed into a serious romance. But they 
would under no circumstances agree to expose Tatyana, the demure 26-year- 
old jewel of their household, to Michael’s corrupting influence. 

With Varvara, her son and Paul — ‘the whole family on my hands’, as he 
wrote home to Premukhino — Michael travelled in September from Ems to 
Frankfurt and then to Dresden. There they were to split up. Varvara, liking the 
city and irritated as much by Michael’s high-handed intervention in her marital 
affairs as by her failure to stand up to him, decided to spend the winter in 
Dresden; and so, curiously enough, did Paul, Michael’s initially eager but 
befuddled disciple, whom he had hoped to teach more about knowledge and 
life, 

Michael himself spent about 6 weeks in Dresden, where, towards the end of 
September, he made the acquaintance of Dr Arnold Ruge. A prominent figure, 
Ruge was the editor of the Hallische Jahrbücher (or Yearbooks), which had been 
known since its foundation in 1838 as ‘a citadel of free philosophy’. Upon its 
suppression in Prussian Halle, Ruge had transferred its publication in March 
1841 to the Saxon capital under the changed title of Deutsche Jahrbücher? and 
it had been moving steadily to the Left, into the arms of Dr Bauer and his 
cronies in the Doctors Club. 

Ruge, who was well-to-do, also had publishing connections in Zurich, enabl- 
ing him to have material that was sure to be prohibited in Dresden printed in 
Switzerland and smuggled into Germany. In this manner he was soon to pub- 
lish Kar] Marx’s first and still famous political essay on the Prussian Censor- 
ship Law, and for the next few years he was to be one of the prime animators of 
the German radical movement. 

Dr Ruge has also long been credited with effecting ‘Bakunin’s first introduc- 
tion to neo-Hegelianism’. E.H. Carr described it that way in his Michael Baku- 
nin, which was the first comprehensive biography of the anarchist hero when it 
was published in 1935, and the only one, as it turned out, to be available in 
English for the next 40 years or so. Yet, for all the mystery surrounding the 
exact stages of the psychological drama of Bakunin’s conversion to revolution 
(as Aileen Kelly was to call it in 1982), Bakunin’s own correspondence contains 
some hints that this might actually have started within half a year of his arrival 
in Berlin, about 8 or 9 months before he met Ruge. Thus in a letter advising 
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Paul to rebel against ‘destructive’ everyday reality, he sought to explain a fairly 
long interval of silence in the following terms: ‘I have not written to anyone 
because a new revolution is occurring within me. I am passing through a trans- 
formation... This winter I lived a remarkable life.’ He gave no details, but wrote 
enthusiastically that his former faith and strength were gathering ‘as though for 
a resurrection’ and even spoke of the long-expected ‘rebirth’ in Berlin as some- 
thing that ‘has already begun in my soul.’4° 

In May, similarly hinting to the Beyer sisters that he was going through ‘new, 
splendid, and difficult’ experiences, he added — and for once one may believe 
him — ‘I am still not able to give a clear account of it all, either to you or to 
myself.’4" 

Confused as he was, he longed all the more for his devoted ‘little flock’ at 
Premukhino, and had waited anxiously through the summer for the arrival of 
Tatyana and Paul. It had taken Karl Marx in 1837 the better part of a year’s 
mental struggle to work his way from orthodox Hegelian philosophy to the 
radical theses extracted from it by Bruno Bauer and the Doctors Club. 
Bakunin obviously had a harder time adjusting the second-hand or self-devel- 
oped philosophic ideas he brought with him from Russia to the higher ‘science’ 
prevailing in Berlin, not to mention the energy consumed by his secret strug- 
gle with a tormenting sexual deficiency that set him apart and which, in ways 
he could not help, made him both cynical and the narcissistic prisoner of his 
emotions. 

It was from this disjointed emotional side of his nature that Bakunin saw in 
Professor Werder, who was the first to introduce him to Hegelian ‘science’, the 
figure of a whole, integrated man. In his early letter to Herzen, Bakunin had 
made the point that Werder’s wholeness was not the result of ‘the dead letter, 
but the fruit of a religious, inner striving’.? 

Now, Bakunin’s own inner striving was nothing if not religious; for years he 
had been preaching to the saintly ‘commune’ of his sisters, brothers and ‘soul’- 
sisters that God spoke to them through him. Hegel, shortly after seeing 
Napoleon ride to the historic battle of Jena, had observed that philosophy ‘does 
not belong on the streets and in the market place, yet it is not alien to man’s 
actions.’ Taking this point a stage further, Werder taught that philosophy was in 
no way ‘a cowardly nostalgia, a commodious cloak to cover hypocrisy. Just the 
opposite — we want to elevate ourselves through it towards a humanity blessed 
with divine force, but also blessed with the strength of heart and the courage of 
liberty.” And just as Hegel had seen in Napoleon ‘the World Spirit... concen- 
trated in one point’ in a single personality ‘dominating the entire world from 
horseback’, so Werder in his Christopher Columbus dramatized the life of the 
hero who, reaching beyond ‘the frontier’ of his own being, realizes his divine 
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potential against all obstacles and becomes the instrument through whom 
‘Spirit moves forward in a leap’ to inaugurate a new epoch. 

A tendency to ‘go beyond’, coupled with a ‘religious striving’ to realize his 
divine potential, a craving for absolute liberty and heroic struggle were all in 
Michael Bakunin’s character or pervaded his fantasies. Add to this Werder’s 
view of history’s hero being, as in his play, harassed — as Bakunin felt he was — 
by a pack of petty philistines, and you have not only the reasons for Bakunin’s 
adulation of Werder but ‘just the kind of Fichte-Hegel blend’ which, as Arthur 
Mendel wrote in 1981, provided Bakunin with the new philosophical rhetoric 
he had been looking for ‘to express his own merger of Fichtean subjective vol- 
untarism and the Hegelian objective Absolute.’#3 

Mendel, in short, turned Werder — dismissed by both Carr in 1935 and 
Aileen Kelly in 1982 as a minor figure,*4 which he was — into ‘the most powerful 
influence on Bakunin’ during his first semester in Berlin, the man who had 
caused him to write home in January 1841 that he felt the first uncertain stir- 
rings of a ‘rebirth’ and of a ‘new revolution occurring within me.’ 

As for his Dresden encounter in the autumn with Ruge, whom he saw more 
than once before he returned to Berlin at the end of October, Bakunin was dis- 

turbed by the way he and the Left Hegelians on the Deutsche Jahrbücher based 
their assault on the existing order and institutions chiefly on an all-out critique 
of religion as the source of all evils pervading ‘the system’. He wrote to Pre- 
mukhino from Dresden that Ruge erred ‘in being one-sided in everything that 
concerns religion, art and philosophy.’ On the other hand, he noted, in 
Germany one-sidedness might be just the thing to shake the people ‘out of 
that rotten, stagnant golden mean in which they have been wallowing for so 
long.’45 

By his own admission just before he reached Dresden, Bakunin had changed 
a great deal but not ‘with respect to the inner necessity of my life’.4° Following 
his contact with Ruge, he decided to learn more about the Left Hegelian philos- 
ophy. In this sense, their encounter was to mark a turning-point on his road 
from abstract speculation to militant action. But as he left Dresden to return to 
Berlin for the start of the winter semester, he was aware that his problem would 
be to find a way of reconciling the atheism of the Hegelian Left with his own 
emotional and mystic-religious needs. 

Providentially, on the train taking him back to Berlin he read a book by the 
Abbé de Lamennais, the defrocked Breton priest who already in 1834, in Les 

Paroles d'un croyant, had attacked the Established Church for supporting all the 
tyrants who subjugated their peoples. Lamennais’s view that the Church must 
yield its material interests to morality and justice was part of his conviction that 
society as constituted was heading for disaster and civil wars, as ‘the multitude 
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of peoples and nations’ — realizing their ‘divine strength’ as ‘sons of the same 
God and brothers of the same Christ’ — were bound to rise in rebellion against 
the ‘slavery’ imposed on them by human masters. Although his ultimate vision 
was of a world of brotherly love and social equality in which all were able ‘to cat 
of the fruit of the earth and come and go without anyone saying to them: 
Where are you going? No one can pass this way,” Lamennais’s zeal led him to 
such radical proclamations as that ‘liberty does not offer itself, it has to be 
seized’ and the whole social organism reformed even at the cost of ‘purification 
in the fire of a fearful war’. Indeed, Harold Laski was to call Les Paroles d’un 
croyant ‘a lyrical version of the Communist Manifesto.’48 

The book Bakunin read on the train was Politique â l'usage du peuple, contain- 
ing the articles published by Lamennais in 1837 during his short stint as editor 
of Le Monde. Bakunin learned from it not only that religion could be reconciled 
with ‘liberty’ — the abbé’s motto ‘Dieu et la Liberté’ included freedom of the 
press and self-determination for Europe’s small nations — but that in alliance 
with politics it provided the very answer to the ‘contradictions’ responsible for 
all the ills of the age. The fighting abbé’s frequent invocations of Christ could 
not but appeal to Bakunin, who had taught initiates into his spiritual ‘com- 
mune’ that ‘the moral will of man is the will of God, and nothing can stop its 
plans from being carried out.’ His letters to Premukhino in the autumn of 1841 
show that Lamennais’s book came to him as a revelation, for now he could see 
the future shaping up and becoming ‘living’ reality. The coming age, he wrote 
in his letters, was one of ‘bloody contradictions’. Not only were contradictions 
‘the most profound basic law of all life and all reality’, they were a manifestation 
of the eternal living God, lending life its ‘mystical, sacred meaning’ and fasci- 
nation; they were there to be surmounted by ‘manliness, reality, deeds’, other- 
wise life would be reduced to baneful ‘philistinism’ and that ordinary, everyday 
existence which he could not endure.*9 

The ‘bloodiest’ and most glaring of all contradictions, he learned from 
Lamennais’s book, was the gulf between the feasting rich and the wretched 
poor who, according to the abbé, constituted five-sixths of the human race. 
Perhaps the most important thing Lamennais’s book taught Bakunin was that 
divine strength was achieved not by the individual but by the collective. 
Although he had hitherto hardly given a thought to the poor, he was to couple 
the plight of the ‘disinherited class’ with the militant activism of the radical 
Hegelian Left. 

Thus armed, and with ‘the eternal, living God’ still on his side, Bakunin was 
to divert Hegelian philosophy from its rationalist approach, which led to athe- 
ism, and to substitute for it the formula ‘politics is religion and religion poli- 
tics’. It was, however, to cost the high priest of the little ‘commune’ of 
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Premukhino a year-long struggle — with German philosophy and himself ~- 
before he found the right way of expanding it to embrace the rest of suffering 
humanity and the right philosophical language in which to phrase a powerful 
call for a revolution aiming at nothing less than ‘the complete annihilation of 
the existing political and social world’. 
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Cultural Divisions in Berlin and Paris 


On 15 November 1841, Schelling gave the inaugural lecture at Berlin Univer- 
sity of a course on his new Philosophy of Revelation. This positive system, he 
had confidently informed the Minister of Education, would not only put 
Hegel’s ‘negative’, rationalist system in its proper place but would leave his 
atheist ‘leftist’ disciples agape, bereft of ammunition and arguments for debate. 

‘You have no idea with what impatience I await Schelling’s lectures,’ Baku- 
nin wrote home. He was not the only one to be excited. It was 40 years since 
Schelling, as a young professor at Jena, had proclaimed the concept of the 
Absolute. With philosophy now making such inroads in German politics as to 
force the King to mobilize one philosopher against the teaching of another, Dr 
Bruno Bauer, Marx and their consorts and the whole of intellectual Berlin held 
their breath for what promised to be a battle royal of wider than academic 
import. 

A young man recently arrived in Berlin went so far as to declare that anyone 
who had ‘the slightest inkling of the power of the spirit over the world’ could tell 
that the battlefield ‘where the mastery over German public opinion on issues of 
politics and religion — that is, over Germany itself — will be decided is at the Uni- 
versity, in Hall Nr. 6, where Schelling is delivering his lectures.” The young man 
was 21-year-old Engels, who was to be mentioned by future historians as having 
attended the inaugural lecture, along with Kierkegaard and Bakunin. Engels was 
doing a year’s service as a volunteer in a Guards regiment stationed in Berlin. Not 
being required to live in barracks, he had rented private lodgings not far from the 
university and started attending lectures — as a temporary auditor — in his spare 
time. He described the memorable occasion as packed to capacity by ‘men of all 
nations’. With the university’s ‘own notables and coryphees of learning in reser- 
ved seats next to the rostrum’, students and young soldiers rubbed elbows with 
‘grey-bearded staff officers’ and with Jews and Moslems; there was a babel of 
‘German, French, English, Hungarian, Polish, Russian, Greek and Turkish’ ton- 
gues, then a hushed silence as Schelling made his way to the platform." 

‘The philosophic system which I established was only one side of the whole, 
namely its negative side’: thus the white-haired, 67-year-old Schelling announced 
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his theme. Hegel, he went on, had presented that ‘negative philosophy as the 
absolute one.’ Hegel scholars, critics and faithfuls in the audience gritted their 
teeth as the respected philosopher of Romantic Idealism declared that if Hegel 
nevertheless deserved a place ‘among the great thinkers’, it was because he had 
done his best to prove the existence of the Absolute through the logic of history. 
But the Absolute was unknowable; it could be ‘attained only by exercising one’s 
reason’, yet must include ‘something more than reason’. 

Schelling’s patronizing and transparent attempt to discredit Hegel from the 
first as a man who had appropriated his ideas but had only half-understood 
them boded ill for the King’s intentions. It was almost inevitable that this would 
provoke a violent counter-barrage, and indeed over the next two years poor old 
Schelling found himself refuted, vilified, rarely defended and often ridiculed in 
a flood of scholarly, polemical and satirical pamphlets. 

Engels was the first to enter the fray. Schelling had promised to unveil the 
complete edifice of the ‘philosophy of revelation’ towards the end of his course 
in the spring. Engels did not wait for him to do so. In an article he wrote at the 
end of November and published in mid-December, he attacked Schelling for 
desecrating the grave of the ‘great master’, and declared merciless war on him. 
Schelling was eventually to announce a ‘divine principle in history’, explaining 
it as an evolutionary, God-creating process in which myths, societies, peoples, 
art forms and in the second stage ‘revealed religion independent of reason... 
arise in lawful order.’ His own vision was of a third, ‘philosophical religion.’ 

But in trying to describe it, Schelling stumbled. For all he was able to reveal 
of the new ‘God-creating process’ was couched in vague, mystical terms. In the 
end he defined his philosophical religion as ‘a final goal’ and had to admit that it 
did not yet exist. The anti-climax was all the greater as Schelling, besides boast- 
ing that he would beat ‘the unvanquished’ Hegel and pull the bottom out of his 
system, had promised that he would build a new fortress in which ‘henceforth 
philosophy shall be able to rest securely.’ ‘Schelling’s God’, Heine was to 
remark with his usual sarcasm, shared the fate of other ‘great German works’: 
like the mighty Cologne Cathedral or the Prussian Constitution, ‘it was never 
finished.’ 

Ludwig Feuerbach’s Essence of Christianity — published shortly before Schel- 
ling’s inaugural — had convinced the last doubting Young Hegelian that nothing, 
no revealed religion, ‘exists outside Nature and Man’. Nevertheless, Berlin’s 
leading rationalist theologians, Professors Marheineke and Paulus, held their fire 
until Schelling had delivered the last of his lectures, and opened up with schol- 

arly broadsides and considered criticism only in the summer of 1842 or as late as 
1843. Young Engels brooked no such delay. He boasted in his article that ‘Never 
has youth flocked to our ranks in such numbers.’ Speaking of and for the Young 
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Hegclians he met at the university, he was cocksure in predicting their ultimate 
victory; and during the winter, between exercising with the 12th Guards Foot- 
Artillery company in the snow and mud of the Griitzmacher Platz parade 
ground, he wrote an anonymous 55-page pamphlet, ‘Schelling and the Revela- 
tion’,” which was published even before Schelling had delivered his last lecture. 

The spunk and expeditiousness shown by Engels in launching the first 
broadside against Hegel’s conservative detractors — before Marx had published 
anything other than two poems — was of course to elicit the admiration of gen- 
erations of Marxist writers. Although Engels defended Hegel with more enthu- 
siasm than academic authority, his mettlesome approach and unrestrained 
polemical gusto achieved their purpose, which was to ‘provoke the enemy’ and 
spark off the controversy that was soon to develop in force. It was Arnold 
Ruge’s opinion that the author of ‘Schelling and the Revelation’ (who he 
assumed was Bakunin) had ‘outstripped all of Berlin’s [orthodox] old donkeys’ 
and left them far behind. 

Engels announced in his pamphlet that ‘The day of the great decision, the 
battle of nations, is drawing near.’ In spite of the bluster in his words, the mer- 
chant’s son who had never completed high school did not fail to grasp the polit- 
ical significance of the philosophical-religious war of ideas which was now out 
in the open and moving towards a climax. 

The campaign against Bruno Bauer was part of the same battle. On 14 
October — two months before Bauer was scheduled to explain his provocative 
remarks at the Welcker party to a hearing before Bonn’s University Judge — the 
King was personally instructing his Minister that Bauer’s teaching career must 
be brought to an end one way or another. For his part, Bauer ‘burned with an 
inner fire’ and — in Varnhagen’s later appraisal — ‘would sooner be a martyr to 
his convictions’ than compromise one iota. A proud man and not a little arro- 
gant, he felt surrounded by pygmies on all sides and over the years had come to 
identify his fight with the cause of science itself: ‘In me they want to quash 
science,’ he had declared early on to his brother Edgar.3 In October 1841, 
unruffled by the proceedings against him, and determined on the contrary to 
‘push matters to the ultimate test whether what I am teaching is not the correct 
theological development’, he was calmly sending to the printers an anonymous 
pamphlet titled ‘The Trumpet of the Last Judgment on Hegel the Atheist and 
Anti-Christ’. Pretending to be a ‘denunciation’ of Hegel ostensibly written by a 
strict Christian fundamentalist, this was an artful piece in which Bauer made a 
parody of the rightist interpretation of Hegel’s philosophy of religion and 
re-interpreted it as a form of atheism. 

In a more serious vein, Bauer and Marx in that same month were rumoured 
to be going ahead at last with their plan to start the Archives of Atheism in Bonn. 
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Marx, except for those occasions when he had been entertained by Georg Jung 
and others of the Cologne circle, had by now spent some three months in the 
little university town. His association with Bauer had become so close that he 
was thought at the time — and for more than a century afterwards — to have col- 
laborated with Bauer on ‘The Trumpet of the Last Judgment’. This was not 
the case; but the pamphlet had hardly made its appearance in November when 
Bauer, who was intent on exacerbating the situation, invited Marx to join forces 
with him on a sequel whose content was expressed in its very title: ‘Hegel’s 
Hatred of All Religious Art and His Destruction of All the Laws of the State’. 

While Bauer was writing one section of it, Marx undertook to provide 
several chapters demonstrating the revolutionary side of Hegel through his 
attitude to religious art. For this purpose he began extensive research on the 
subject. The combined polemic was to be signed with the lower case initials 
b.m. (Bauer, Marx). 


In Berlin, Friedrich Wilhelm IV, the monarch who believed that God endowed 
kings with supernatural powers and greater wisdom than ordinary mortals, did 
not worry much about Dr Bauer’s or Marx’s plans and pamphlets. The only 
Marx the art-patronizing King had likely heard of was not Karl, but A.B. 
Marx, the music professor who had once helped 17-year-old Felix Mendels- 
sohn to perfect his Midsummer Night’s Dream overture, and more recently had 
applied through Meyerbeer for royal funding of an oratorio. As for Bauer, the 
King, having indicated his wish to see him punished for his part in the ‘scan- 
dalous’ Welcker affair, had turned his attention to artistic matters. On 28 
October at his private theatre in the so-called ‘new palais’ at Potsdam, he had 
presided over a grandiose staging of Sophocles’s Antigone, performed by actors, 
orchestra and a Greek chorus made up of seven choirs. Mendelssohn, sum- 
moned to Berlin during the summer, conducted the incidental music he had 
been specially commissioned to write. The rising young Paris opera star, Paul- 
ine Viardot-Garcia, had recently appeared in recitals both at Court and at the 
Royal Berlin Opera; and throughout the autumn and winter the King, between 
affairs of state, spent much time planning, approving, or discussing with Count 
von Redern, the ‘General Superintendent of Royal Spectacles’, the details of a 
succession of increasingly brilliant Court fétes, balls, pageants and musical and 
theatrical events. 

As Mendelssohn found, the King fancied himself as ‘the rediscoverer of 
Greek tragedy’. Meyerbeer, who was among the select audience invited to 
Potsdam for the 28 October performance, noted in his diary that every word 
spoken by the chorus had been set to music and the stage ‘entirely rebuilt like 
that of a Greek theatre’. Mendelssohn’s sister, Fanny, found the resulting effect 
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much nobler... than our stupid changes of scene and absurd foot- 
lights. Who ever saw light coming from below? Then the curtain 
sinking instead of rising, so that the heads of the actors are seen first, 
is much more sensible than our fashion of making acquaintance with 
them feet foremost, as it were.4 


Mendelssohn treated his one-year Berlin stint as Kappelmeister as one treats ‘a 
sour apple which must be eaten’. This was not Meyerbeer’s reaction. His pres- 
ence in the Prussian capital since May had generated a spate of rumours that 
Europe’s most celebrated living composer was at last willing to replace the 
veteran Spontini in the post of General Musikdirektor. Courted and shown the 
highest honours in Berlin, Meyerbeer had dined in July with ‘His All-Highest’ 
Prussian Majesty himself and the French statesman Thiers. The cultured 
Princess of Prussia, wife of the heir-apparent (to become Kaiser Wilhelm I) 
and herself an amateur composer, had asked to see him 4 times. Scholars, stage 
personalities and music-loving celebrities showered him with invitations, artists 
submitted their works to him, and the sophisticated Humboldt, who occasion- 
ally undertook missions for the King without damage to his liberal reputation — 
on one occasion he apologized to Meyerbeer for ‘the barbarity still prevailing in 
our [Prussian] institutions’ — engaged in a patient and subtle campaign to lure 
him to Berlin. 

Although Meyerbeer, frequenting the city’s élite, was sufficiently taken in by 
the cultured ambience he found in these circles to write to Heine on 28 Septem- 
ber 1841 of ‘the new social and intellectual conditions prevailing here since the 
ascension of this spiritual, genuinely human monarch’,> his heart remained in 
the scene of his triumphs, Paris, where the 130th performance of Les Huguenots 
was taking place. But his wife and his aged mother lived in Berlin. Les 
Huguenots and his earlier work Robert le Diable were being premiered or 
repeated that year in London, Stockholm, Vienna, Dresden and other places, 
yet in Berlin it had not yet been produced and he was being publicly needled to 
give up Paris ‘for the honour of being a wholly German composer’. At the same 
time Paris was waiting for him and his long-promised new opera, Le Prophète. 

While Meyerbeer was to hesitate for nearly a year between Paris and Berlin, 
Richard Wagner, the future revolutionary, was making an outright bid for the 
‘mighty patronage’ of Prussia’s art-loving King. On 20 November, from his 
cheap lodgings in a run-down building in Paris, he was informing Meyerbeer 
that he had appealed directly to the King and was about to send the score of The 
Flying Dutchman ‘to Count von Redern with the request to permit its perfor- 
mance in Berlin in the course of this winter... All this, however — I know — will 
unfortunately help me very little.” Thanking Meyerbeer for the good word he 
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had put in for Rienzi in Dresden, and fawningly addressing him as ‘my patron, 
without whom I shall not achieve anything’, Wagner went on: ‘I implore and 
beseech you from my innermost heart perhaps to drop a line in my behalf to 
Count von Redern.’ Redern had in fact sent the score of The Flying Dutchman 
to Meyerbeer, after Baron von Lichtenstein, the stage director, had turned it 
down on the basis of the text, declaring it was ‘too hazardous’.® 

On 7 December, between receiving Humboldt and visiting the new British 
ambassador Lord Westmorland, a music-lover and amateur composer who per- 
petrated no fewer than 7 operas, Meyerbeer took time off from his sundry affairs 
to pay a call recorded in his diary: ‘Visit to Redern in order to recommend to him 
the score of The Flying Dutchman by Richard Wagner.’ On g December he 
wrote to Redern that in view of Wagner’s ‘talent and his extremely reduced cir- 
cumstances’, he doubly deserved to have the stage doors of ‘the Court theatres 
which officially patronize German art’ thrown open to him. 


Dr Bauer appeared before the University Judge in Bonn on 9 December 1841, 
and was subjected to what he described as a ‘vulgar farce’ and ridiculous ‘inqui- 
sition’ concerning his part in the serenading and banqueting of the dismissed 
Professor Welcker at the end of September. By Bauer’s own account, he was 
asked three questions, in answer to which he admitted that he had been one of 
the organizers who had planned the whole programme of the demonstration. 
As for the incriminating toast proposed on the occasion, he told the academic 
judge: 


Besides finding myself in general agreement with the speeches and 
toasts delivered on this occasion, my part... was limited to toasting 
Hegel and more specifically his conception of the (reasonable) state 
in order to point out how much it surpasses — in daring, liberality and 
decisiveness — the state conceptions prevailing in South Germany. 


What particularly incensed the King about Bauer’s toast was that it went 
against the official Prussian line, which extolled Baden and South Germany as 
models of constitutional ‘parliamentary liberalism’. Welcker was not only a dis- 
tinguished academic, but the leader of the opposition in Baden, which lent the 
soirée a political character. A further sting in Bauer’s toast was its implicit allu- 
sion to Prussia’s lack of a constitution. 

Bauer wrote to his brother,’To think that all this nonsense will be put on 
paper and sent to Berlin!’ As indeed it was, generating a flurry of official reports 
and endless deliberations. The theological faculties of all the universities had 
been invited to submit opinions on the two volumes so far published of Bauer’s 
Criticism of the Synoptic Gospels. Unfortunately for him, Bauer’s tactics were not 
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as good as his principles. At an earlier stage he had confided to his brother that 
he was ‘too involved in the battle’ to give it up: ‘it has too corrosively, too deeply 
eaten into my soul... it will not end for me before I have gone through all the 
turns and twists.” This may explain why he — who had cautioned Marx not to 
give premature offence to ‘the blockheads’ who could reject his lectureship — 
had thrown caution to the winds with his impulsive remarks at the trivial 
Welcker demonstration, thus delivering himself into the hands of the King. 

_ Bauer was not a man to leave well enough alone. In the first week of Decem- 
ber, having created a new stir with his ‘Trumpet of the Last Judgment on Hegel 
the Atheist and Anti-Christ’ — and with the procedural machinery for sacking 
him already set in motion — he was writing to his brother that he hoped the 
sequel to “The Trumpet’ would help to convince his enemies that he was not 
joking. 

A little later, when he learned that ‘The Trumpet’ had been prohibited as 
well as confiscated, he reacted by turning his Bonn rooms into a ‘pop’-style 
exhibit on the subject of the French Revolution. He had a carpenter mount on 
cardboard ‘sixty pictures, portraits and scenes’ from those glorious and bloody 
days, making a large tableau on one wall, and the floor was strewn with revolu- 
tionary posters, cartoons and books and newspapers of the period, which he 
had his maid haul in heavy baskets from the university library. 

“It is the talk of the town,’ he reported gleefully to Edgar. 

From Berlin, his 21-year-old brother, quoting circles in the Ministry of 
Public Worship, Education and Medical Affairs, had written that ‘the gentle- 
men here’, far from appreciating the seriousness of Bruno’s stand, regarded his 
action as outright madness. Bauer, however, went on working defiantly on the 
third volume of The Synoptic Gospels and otherwise approached his partly 
self-invited martyrdom fortified by that mocking spirit which revelled in intel- 
lectual jokes and hoaxes. His latest, the Bauer-Marx sequel to “The Trumpet’, 
was to be another denunciation of Hegel, pretending to come from a right- 
thinking and pious Christian. Under this guise, ‘Hegel’s Hatred of All Reli- 
gious and Christian Art and His Destruction of All the Laws of the State’ was 
designed to show that, if rightly interpreted, the philosopher whom authority 
invoked as a spiritual pillar of the Prussian state had provided a revolutionary 
thesis going against the whole ideological structure on which the ‘Christian 
Prussian’ state and its institutions were based. When “The Trumpet’ was con- 
fiscated Bauer had to think of a less incendiary title and proposed to Marx that 
they call the joint polemical treatise ‘Hegel’s Doctrine of Religion and Art as 
Seen from a Pietist Viewpoint’. 

But whereas Bauer soon finished the part he had undertaken to write, Marx’s 
research into religious art dragged on from November through December, and 
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on into the spring. Months after he had obtained his PhD degree he was still 
busy adding certain, only partly preserved, notes to his doctoral dissertation, 
such as the note ~ obviously written in reaction to Schelling’s November lec- 
tures — quoting the early Schelling’s refutation of the existence of God against 
the latter-day Schelling’s ‘philosophy of revelation’. At the end of 1841 and 
early in 1842, he wrote and re-wrote a new Preface to the dissertation. Stating 
that ‘The treatise that I herewith submit to the public is an old piece of work 
and was originally intended as part of a comprehensive exposition of Epi- 
curean, Stoic and Sceptic philosophy’, which ‘political and philosophical’ cir- 
cumstances prevented him from completing, he went on to say that the systems 
of these ‘philosophers of self-consciousness’ had been ‘underestimated up to 
now by the philosophers’, let alone by lesser ‘schoolmasters’. In the final text he 
toned this down, but — not to minimize the importance of his dissertation — 
wrote that it would ‘at any rate show how little’ the Greek speculative philoso- 
phers had so far been understood. 

He was obviously still expecting to have the dissertation printed, just as he 
still hoped to get the coveted lecturer’s position in Bonn. Otherwise, all that is 
known of his life at the time is that at the end of December he packed up his 
writings and left Bonn abruptly for Trier. Jenny’s father had fallen desperately, 
mortally ill. Marx, too, came down with some illness and was bedridden in Trier 
even as the Rheinische Zeitung — the newspaper which decades later would earn 
Lenin’s accolade as the platform on which Marx made his first steps ‘from revo- 
lutionary democratism to Communism’ — was coming into the world in Cologne. 


Almost nothing in life came easily or without pain to Moses Hess. 

In Cologne, throughout December 1841, the bankers, manufacturers and 
leaders of the liberal professions who had founded the company that was to 
launch the Rheinische Zeitung on 1 January held frequent board meetings. Jung 
and Oppenheim had between them put up 20,000 Thaler to see the paper 
through its first year and were elected general managers with joint responsibil- 
ity. Among the other shareholders who became members of the board of the 
paper were such bourgeois captains of industry and prominent Rhineland 
financiers as the bankers Ludolph Camphausen and D.J. Hansemann, later to 
serve briefly as Prime Minister and Finance Minister of Prussia respectively; 
Merkens, longtime president of Cologne’s Chamber of Commerce and a 
member of the Rhenish Diet; Gustav von Mevissen, chairman of the Rhine 
Railroad Association, a future Under-Secretary of State for Commerce and 
founder of industrial companies and of several of Cologne’s banks, including 
the large Schaffhausenscher Bankverein; and Rudolf Schramm, a well-to-do 
lawyer and politician. 
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The rest of the board of 31 included more lawyers, doctors and citizens of 
substance. 

As if to compound the irony, the Prussian government actually supported 
the creation of the Rheinische Zeitung, a fact which could not but exacerbate the 
unprecedented sparring with the Prussian authorities that was to land the new 
paper into some famous hot water. According to a secret report in the Austrian 
State Archives, the government hoped that the Rheinische Zeitung would act asa 
‘counterweight to Catholicism’ and its widely read mouthpiece, the Kélnische 
Zeitung, which had taken an anti-Protestant stand in the dispute over mixed 
marriages. The Rhine industrialists, for their part, were keen to have a daily of 
their own better equipped to give forceful expression to their secular modern 
interests — railroads and rapid industrialization, protectionist tariffs, etc. — than 
the Church-oriented Kölnische whose interests, for all the circulation it had 
built up over the marriage issue, remained chiefly parochial. Jung and Oppen- 
heim, on the other hand, were Young Hegelians and keen to have the Rheinische 
Zeitung join in the battle of ideas against Prussian absolutism. And Moses Hess, 
alone among the founders, had Socialist notions. 

At a shareholders’ meeting on 8 December, Schramm, later elected to 
Prussia’s Constituent Assembly, referred to Hess as ‘the founder of the under- 
taking’. Others saw in him its ‘chief editor and soul.’ Indeed, Jung had 
promised him the editorship and Hess had spent half a year working assidu- 
ously to put the new venture on its feet, marshalling shareholders, capital and 
contributors, besides running the company’s previous newspaper (the Réeinis- 
che Allgemeine) until its scheduled closure on 7 December, a day before the 
meeting. 

Yet when the board was constituted on 10 December, he was given no seat on 
it — on the pretext, as he claimed, that his ‘financial circumstances’ were not of a 
type to ‘inspire confidence’ — and all he was offered for his services was a posi- 
tion on the staff. Enraged, Hess told the board that he had ‘not founded this 
enterprise in order to be placed in a subordinate position’ nor would he ‘accept 
as mercy what I can claim by right.’'® 
He wrote to Berthold Auerbach in Cologne on 13 December: 


Damn these dogs! They ought to be hanged, all of them. All they 
have is money and arrogance... Jung would be all right if he wasn’t so 
rich. These people believe that wealth gives them a prerogative... I 
have now consorted with the best among the aristocrats of money. 
They are the last with whom I will have any friendly truck." 


Two days later Ludwig Braunfels, editor of the Rhein- und Moselzeitung before its 
suppression, wrote that ‘Jung and Oppenheim, treating Hess with the greatest 
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ingratitude and perfidy, want him to be an editorial slave,” though he was ‘the 
man who brought it all about.’ 

His side-tracking was only one outward manifestation of a tug-of-war which 
had been quietly raging for months among the sponsors and backers of the new 
paper. Jung and Oppenheim wanted it to be a polemical paper that would open 
its columns to Bauer, Marx and their friends for the type of slashing, all-out 
campaign against Prussia’s excesses that the sharp-minded Young Hegelian 
critics seemed best fitted to wage, striking at the ideological basis and the very 
philosophy which enabled an autocratic monarchy to practise thought-control, 
inequality and the suppression of every freedom while posing as liberal. The 
other wealthy sponsors, wishing merely to achieve a greater say for themselves 
in political and economic matters, would have none of the neo-Hegelian hot- 
heads. As for Hess, a budding Socialist at 29, the manufacturers and business- 
men among the shareholders found him, not unnaturally from their viewpoint, 
too much of a ‘radical’ for their taste and hardly the person to be entrusted with 
the task of setting the paper’s editorial tone. 

On 24 October they had in fact invited the respected economist and prophet 
of industrialization, Friedrich List, to assume the post of editor-in-chief. List, 
who had spent years building railways in North America, had, since his return, 
done much to promote German rail construction. His recently published, and 
to this day well-known treatise, A National System of Political Economy — chal- 
lenging the theories of Adam Smith — advocated protectionist tariffs to facili- 
tate the rapid development of Germany’s young but ambitious industry, along 
the lines favoured by the business interests behind the Rheinische Zeitung. 

List, however, had declined the post, pleading a broken leg and suggesting to 
the embarrassed founders that in Hess the Rheinische Zeitung had ‘so important 
a talent’ among its assets that they need not fear for its success. 

With money interests, politics, Young Hegelian philosophy and an element 
of racial prejudice, too, mingling like strange bedfellows in the making of the 
paper, Hess’s troubles had actually started early in October, when he still 
believed himself to be the editor-designate. Braunfels claimed that Hess had 
promised him an editorial job. Hess, besides protesting that he lacked the 
authority to do so, had on 10 October, in a letter mentioning rumours that the 
new paper might get ‘too much of a Jewish tinge’, summed up for Braunfels the 
hints he had received from several shareholders in these words: ‘For all your 
baptism, you are still a baptized Jew — and one Jew on the newspaper is enough 
if it is to avoid that tinge. Jung... is too sensitive to say such a thing straight to 

my face, but to others he expressed the same view.’’” 

Braunfels protested that he was being sacrificed to ‘plebeian prejudice’ and 
pointed an accusing finger in an unexpected direction. In a letter to Berthold 
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Auerbach written in mid-October, he asked: ‘How can this rumour have started 
at all, seeing that hardly anyone in Cologne knows me, with the exception of 
Jung and his crowd. That these very people oppose me is due to their Hegeliz- 
ing: at bottom it is Bruno Bauer and Dr Marx who — despising me as a 
non-Hegelian — are manipulating Jung like a puppet on a string.”3 

Whatever the truth of this, the upshot was that by the beginning of Decem- 
ber, with less than a month to go before the scheduled start, the Rheinische 
Zeitung had found itself in the peculiar position of having a lavish share capital 
of 33,000 Thaler, but no editor. Between 8 and 14 December, hectic board 
meetings succeeded one another, marked by upset after upset. Thus, on the 
12th, Oppenheim was informing Heine in Paris that another economic theorist, 
Gustav Hofken — a protectionist like List — was to edit the paper jointly with 
Hess; but by the 14th Hofken had emerged as chief editor and Hess was being 
asked to stay on merely as a contributor. Fuming, he refused. 

Finally, on 23 December, with only a week to go, Jung gave him ‘practically a 
free hand’ to do what he liked ‘on the editorial side’ as well as a respectable 
salary ‘and 5% of the net profit.” The paper, however, had barely published its 
first issue when, on 2 January, Hess quarreled with Oppenheim, refused to 
work under Hofken and resigned in a huff. Next, Jung quarreled with Héfken 
over an article dealing with Schelling’s philosophy, and Hofken resigned. 

According to a report by an agent of Metternich’s, the bone of contention 
was ‘an article written in Bonn, but pretending to come from Berlin’, which 
debunked Schelling’s ‘revealed religion’ and his attack on Hegel. “Fhe man- 
agers, Jung and Oppenheim’, the agent went on, ‘insisted on its publication’, 
but Höfken was so disgusted by ‘this ironical article’ — apparently a parody 
written by Bauer or one of his friends — ‘that he refused to accept it’ and pre- 
ferred to take his hat and leave. 

Whether or not this was the true and only reason, the Young Hegelians were 
indeed waiting in the wings. But by 16 January, with Höfken resigning while 
Hess was preparing to bring suit, the two-weeks-old Rheinische Zeitung was like 
a ship without a captain, a clear course or an agreed destination. Born amid 
policy dissensions and editorial squabbles, it seemed to be heading for nowhere, 
and destined to founder. 


In December, Franz Liszt had arrived in Berlin, and the simultaneous presence 
of him, Meyerbeer and Mendelssohn occasioned a series of memorable concerts 
and musical Court and society events. The Prussian capital’s winter season 
could not have been more glittering or exciting even as Schelling in his lectures 
went on exorcising Hegel’s ghost and Bruno Bauer and young Marx were busy 
thinking up cutting arguments and philosophical puns for their pamphlet war. 
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Berlin’s News of State and Learned Affairs, reporting on a ‘dazzling soirée’ held 
on 4 January at the palace of the Crown Prince of Prussia in the presence of ‘the 
musical celebrities currently in town’, wrote that the ‘climax came when, with 
Meyerbeer conducting, Mme Ungher and several singers, accompanied by Herr 
Liszt, rendered the fourth act of Huguenotten in its entirety with all the choirs. 
The extraordinary musical creation made a great impression on the august gath- 
ering.”'4 

Meyerbeer noted in his diary for 19 January: ‘For twelve o’clock I had been 
invited to a musical dejeuner by the Princess of Prussia. Liszt played. This was 
my third dejeuner at the Princess’s since Liszt’s arrival. Recently the King and 
Queen were also there. Today only the Queen was present, the King having 
already left for London.’ 

For the flashy, vainglorious Liszt these were heady occasions. In his ardent 
desire to get himself a patent of nobility by any possible means, the onetime 
‘piano huszar’ was soon asking Marie d’Agoult in Paris to design a coat of arms 
for him. Friedrich Engels reported to his sister Marie that the charismatic Liszt 
made ‘the ladies fall so madly in love with him’ that they fought at his concerts 
and ‘came to real blows’ over a glove dropped by him. Chiding the 18-yearold 
Marie, who was at a boarding school in Mannheim, for her innocent interest in 
the activities of the Royal Family, Engels informed her on 5—6 January that ‘the 
All-Highest is leaving on the 16th of this month for London in order to hold 
His Royal Highness, the little English prince [Edward, Prince of Wales, later 
Edward VII] over the baptismal font.’ 

The tone of his letter, including his sarcastic remark that after a visit to 
Russia the King was sure to ‘spend the summer amusing himself at Potsdam, 
the autumn on the Rhine, and then move to Charlottenburg for the winter and 
more amusement’,'5 suggests that his radical Berlin student friends thought 
little of Friedrich Wilhelm IV and his Court’s cultural diversions. 

Engels himself, a lanky figure in the blue uniform with yellow-striped facings, 
red shoulder-straps and red flaps of the Guards Foot Artillery, lived privately, 
and in his own words, ‘very pleasantly’, in an elegantly furnished room in the 
Dorotheenstrasse. An early débrouillard, he sometimes feigned toothache to skip 
a night march or avoid freezing during Sunday church parade, and when down 
with cold and ‘cannon fever’ from cleaning six-pounders in the rain or snow on 
the Griitzmacher parade ground, would cure himself with punch and rum. 
Soon promoted to the non-commissioned rank of ‘bombardier’, Engels took his 

military duties in his stride, managed to attend university lectures as well as 
quite a bit of theatre and opera, and generally enjoyed life. 

Ata Rhenish restaurant where he liked to dine on his favourite dishes, or at 

one of the coffee houses along the Dorotheenstrasse, he met Edgar Bauer, 
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Bruno’s younger brother. The two were about the same age, and Engels with his 
irreverent streak and Edgar, the disillusioned theology student, quickly became 
companions. Soon they rose to prominence among a group of Berlin students 
and Young Hegelian intellectuals who made it their practice to scoff demonstra- 
tively at religion and the monarchy in public places. Mouthing libertarian and 
revolutionary slogans in the coffee houses and wine shops where they met, Die 
Freien, or “The Free Ones’, as they called themselves, gradually took the place 
of the Doctors Club, which had been slowly falling apart ever since the elder 
Bauer brother had been transferred to Bonn. 

It was over the noisy but purposeless exhibitionist antics of the Freien that 
the two great friends, Marx and Bruno Bauer, were to have their first quarrel. 


In the first half of January 1842 the Berlin public and the rest of Germany 
learned that King Friedrich Wilhelm IV had issued a decree ostensibly liberal- 
izing the Censorship Law, originally promulgated in 1819 for 5 years but 
enforced since then with varying severity for 22. According to the decree, ‘in 
order now to free the Press of any unsuitable fetters which are not part of his 
All-Highest’s intention’, the King had issued ‘a direct highest order to the 
Royal State Ministry expressly disapproving of any coercion of literary activi- 
ties.’ Prefaced by these reassuring terms, the new so-called Censorship Instruc- 
tion prepared by the Ministers of Education, Foreign Affairs and Police — who 
were to be in charge of its implementation — was widely and mistakenly 
acclaimed as the beginning of press freedom. 

The King still enjoyed something of a liberal reputation, and with the arts 
flourishing under his personal and attentive patronage, many were misled into 
thinking, like Meyerbeer before them, that their hopes in a new era might still 
be fulfilled. 

On 26 January, Bruno Bauer sounded the alarm to Marx, who had left for 
Trier shortly before the New Year: ‘In Berlin they are now in dead earnest, the 
affair is becoming serious, they are issuing prohibition after prohibition.” 
Indeed, the hand of censorship which had earlier forced Arnold Ruge to move 
the German Yearbooks to Dresden now reached out to his journal there and sup- 
pressed several articles by Bauer, another by Feuerbach, and one written by 
Ruge himself; and at the same time that Bauer’s provocative “Trumpet of the 
Last Judgment’ was being confiscated, sales of his earlier book, The Evangelical 
Church in Prussia and Science, published in 1840, were prohibited. 

In Leipzig the censors mutilated several poems by Heine scheduled to appear 
on 27 January in the Journal of the Elegant World, and suppressed his salute to 
Dingelstedt — ‘On the Night Watchman’s Arrival in Paris’ — altogether. The for- 
bidden poem was printed and distributed as a handbill. Pro-Heine petitions 
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were circulated in Leipzig, but in Paris Heine had more reasons to fume: 
Hofmann & Campe had been placed under a wholesale ban and barred from 
selling his — or any — books anywhere in Prussia! 

Forty newspapers refused to print a statement by Julius Campe. The astute 
publisher, who by a combination of defiance and compromise had so far 
managed to get the works of more than one ‘undesirable’ author past the shoals 
of censorship in the various German states, vowed that he would no longer bow 
or make concessions to Prussia’s ‘infamous despotism’. Heine, indirectly hit by 
the fourteenth or fifteenth proscription in a German land of some or all his 
works, declared ‘open war with Prussia’, and abandoning his ‘moderation’, was 
ready to offer his hand to the shabbiest radical ‘demagogues’ whose untimely 
activities he had hitherto scorned. 

When Bauer’s news reached Trier, Marx was seriously ill. His address for 
post was ‘care of Government Councillor von Westphalen’, who was slowly 
dying, and whom he had come to support during his ordeal. If Jenny had to 
nurse both patients she at least, in the sixth year of her engagement, now had 
her fiancé to herself for an extended time. When Marx recovered he promised 
to let the printer have his section of the tract he had undertaken to write jointly 
with Bauer ‘within a few days’. But he never despatched the manuscript. 
Instead, on the same day — 10 February 1842 — he sent off to Arnold Ruge in 
Dresden an urgent article titled ‘Remarks on the Latest Prussian Censorship 
Instruction’. Showing up the new regulations for what they were — ‘new fetters 
for the press’ ~ Marx’s first political article, designed for Ruge’s Deutsche 
Jahrbücher, is to this day considered a polemical masterpiece. Ruge, who had 
met Marx in Berlin, was impressed by it, but felt that it would never pass the 
Saxon censorship. He decided to hold it for a volume he planned to produce in 
Switzerland. 

The new press regulations, purporting to liberalize the old Censorship Law, 
actually tightened it by empowering every censor to prohibit at his discretion 
any material which he felt or fancied had been written in a spirit of ‘vehemence, 
over-intensity’, or ‘arrogance’. The censors were thus set up as arbiters privi- 
leged to judge not only the content, but the intent, tone, form, tendency and 
style of any article or piece of literature. Taking up this particular aspect, Marx 
wrote in the article he sent to Ruge: 


We now depend on the temperament of the censor... You may write 
freely, but every word must be a curtsey to the liberal censorship. 
The law permits me to write, but I am to write in a style that is not 
mine! I may show my mental visage, but first I must arrange it in the 
prescribed expression... 
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Attacking the whole censorship system as ‘terroristic’ — because it exposed the 
writer ‘to the most dreadful terrorism, the jurisdiction of suspicion’ and penal- 
ized ‘not action as such, but the state of mind of the actor’ — he asked a funda- 
mental question: ‘Is truth then to be understood simply in the sense that truth 
is what the government deems fit to order...??!7 

Marx’s manuscript contained many other pungent sallies and ended with.a 
quotation from Tacitus: ‘Rare is the good fortune of those times in which one 
may think what one wishes and say what one thinks.’ 

The piece had yet to appear in print when the absurd situation created by 
sometimes dull-witted bureaucrats blue-pencilling the works of great writers 
was well illustrated by the censor Dolleschall’s famous verdict on Dante’s 
Divine Comedy. A veteran Cologne police chief, Johann Dolleschall had been 
a censor for 10 years when he was presented with a proposed newspaper 
advertisement for a German translation of The Divine Comedy and promptly 
struck it out with the remark: ‘Divine things should not be made a comedy 
of.’ 

‘Fie upon this Germany!’ Moses Hess was to exclaim. ‘Censorship has com- 
pletely demoralized it.” Hess’s fortunes had changed within a fortnight of his 
resignation from the Rheinische Zeitung on 2 January. No sooner had Hofken 
tendered his on the 16th than George Jung had come running to Hess. ‘Sud- 
denly, the day before yesterday’, Hess wrote to Auerbach on 19 January, 


the word was out that Hofken had left and that they were prepared to 
sign a contract with me and by last night everything had been settled 
entirely to my satisfaction — Héfken gone, he was really not up to the 
position of chief editor, and today I was back editing the paper 
together with Dr Rave in quite gemiitlich fashion... Jung is again fast 
friends with me... I am glad I did not compromise on any point... I 
am being treated so lovingly, so humbly, that it is a joy." 


Reinstated as acting chief editor at 600 Thaler a year — the same salary Marx was 
to get when he eventually took over — Hess, backed by Jung and Oppenheim, set 
the tone which turned the Rheinische Zeitung into a fighting newspaper. In two 
letters to Auerbach, who had become a contributor, he urged him to be ‘more 
incisive, more oppositional’, and in what may be seen as a policy statement 
stressed ‘the radical spirit? which was to distinguish the Rheinische Zeitung from 
any other paper then appearing in Germany: ‘What we print is not an echo of 
hypocritical Germany as it is at present,’ he wrote. The Rheinische Zettung was 
not afraid of the censorship. It wanted neither articles ‘smelling of cotton and 
customs union’ nor the type of sweet, idyllic stories which filled the pages of 
most German newspapers. It preferred to have columns ‘struck out’ by the cen- 
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sorship rather than ‘make concessions, and if we cannot write the way we want, 
we would rather not write at all.’ 

Newspapers from France, Britain, Italy, Spain and one from Russia reached 
the offices of the Rheinische Zeitung in Cologne’s Schildergasse. Compared to 
developments abroad, the absence of any political life or liberties in Prussia 
stood out crassly and the stark contrast fired the zealous reformer in Hess to a 


ringing indictment: 


In the whole German fatherland no healthy limb has been left alive, 
everything is rotten, nerveless, degenerate — I mean, as far as politi- 
cal-social life is concerned — and but for a little surviving private 
virtue and German philosophy, Germany would be lost forever... 
Why does Germany not rise to express its revulsion at the despicable 
reaction now rearing its brutal head in Prussia? Because the Ger- 
mans are philistines and lack any political sense and any sense of 


freedom.?9 


The Rheinische Zeitung would not dish out mere honeyed ‘flatteries to Ger- 
many’, Hess concluded, and the future would prove ‘who does better by the 
fatherland’, those who criticize or those who praise, ‘the censorious preachers, 
or the apologists.’*° 

By the time he wrote this in May 1842, Hess was no longer alone in setting 
the trend of the Rheinische Zeitung. Adolf Rutenberg, the radical Young Hegel- 
ian journalist who had once introduced Marx to the Doctors Club, had been 
brought in from Berlin and formally appointed chief editor. Hess remained as 
co-editor and the two worked together without any conspicuous friction. Under 
Rutenberg, though, a host of his Berlin friends and former cronies of the Doc- 
tors Club, led by Bruno Bauer and his younger brother (who happened to be 
Rutenberg’s brothers-in-law), began to contribute to the paper even as Bruno 
Bauer’s fate as a lecturer was about to be settled. 

Dr Rutenberg’s appointment had been engineered by Jung and Oppenheim. 
It signalled the victory of the paper’s two chief financiers and of their intellec- 
tual interests over the rest of the board of merchants and industrialists, who 
were already dismayed by Hess’s disapproval of articles on ‘cotton and 
customs’, which was precisely the kind of material many of them favoured. 

Rutenberg was to prove an unfortunate choice. He was Bruno Bauer’s peer in 
wine-bibbing capacity and buffoonery, if not in ideas; he had taken a prominent 
part in organizing the Welcker soirée and otherwise attracted the attention of 
the authorities by taking part in the activities of Bauer’s supporters among the 
Berlin Freien, who created disturbances in cafés and restaurants by various 
pranks. Engels, for instance, had taught his dog to growl at the word ‘aristocrat’, 
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and was therefore under police surveillance from the moment of his arrival in 
Cologne. 

Worse, Rutenberg — who had been recommended to Jung by Marx — was a 
loud-mouthed character but a superficial, happy-go-lucky journalist, so little 
capable of directing a newspaper and its policy that Marx himself was eventu- 
ally to declare him ‘impotent’ and unfit for the job. However, he and the two 

_ Bauer brothers, Dr Ruge, the writer Max Stirner, Gutzkow, Köppen ~ and, as 
of April, young Engels, the newly promoted ‘bombardier’ — and other Young 
Hegelians filled the columns of the Rheinische Zeitung with philosophical arti- 
cles directed against religion and Prussia’s attempt to ‘christianize science’. 

Though Jung and Oppenheim believed that these sharp young academics 
would help to reform Prussia, their abstract cerebrations — along the lines of 
Bauer’s thesis that ‘pure criticism’ was the ultimate weapon in the battle against 
the state — were unrelated to any practical social or political ends. Hess, on the 
other hand, felt that Germany needed something else ‘besides a little private 
virtue and German philosophy:... what it primarily needs is education, genuine, 
practical, political education.’ 

By April 1842 he became the first man in Germany to draw public attention 
—in an article titled “The Communists in France’ — to the ideas of the latter as a 
social message worth studying. In Paris, Girardin’s La Presse had recently 
received a copy of a ‘manifesto’ ~ sent by mail and signed by a group calling 
itself ‘the true Communists’ — attacking social injustice and the unfairness of 
the system of popular representation by ‘the electorate of the rich’. Girardin 
had printed it as an example of dangerous aberrations worth combatting. Hess, 
who in his Holy History of Mankind had already warned of an impending cata- 
clysm between ‘the aristocracy of money’ and the dispossessed, got round the 
censorship by quoting the manifesto and commenting that the ‘historical phe- 
nomenon’ of Communism, developing out of the ideas of Saint-Simon and 
Fourier, deserved serious consideration on its merits as a movement whose 
adherents could no longer be ignored or rhetorically ‘dismissed as lunatics 
belonging in an asylum...’”" 

This was more than the Prussian authorities had bargained for. They had 
licensed the Rheinische Zeitung partly as a token demonstration of the ostensible 
new ‘press freedom’ and censorship relaxations, and also in the hope that ‘this 
newspaper of philosophical and enlightened principles’ would serve as a coun- 
terweight to Catholicism. But ‘the Prussian Government had hardly expected’ 
— as Metternich’s agent chose to express it in his confidential report — ‘that this 
bunch of Hegelians and baptized Jews could so pervert things.’ The Oberprasi- 
dent of the Rhine Province had, however, prudently given the Rheinische 
Zeitung only a temporary licence. Pending final approval by the three Ministers 
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in overall charge of censorship in Berlin, the licence was revocable at any time. 
By 11 March, when the paper was not yet three months old, its ‘spiteful ten- 
dency’ and atheistic articles had so aroused the wrath of the three ‘Censorship 
Ministers’ that they were actually instructing the Oberprasident in Coblenz, 
Bodelschwingh, to stop its publication as of April the first. 

They were, however, in something of a quandary when Bodelschwingh poin- 
ted out that the paper was backed by some prominent and ‘highly respected’ 
shareholders — the Prussian governor in Cologne himself, Regierungsprasident 
Von Gerlach, happened to be one of them — and that its suppression would not 
only cause these well-meaning and influential citizens undeserved financial loss, 
but was bound to turn public opinion against the government. In the face of 
these arguments the three Ministers postponed their decision and the Rheinis- 
che Zeitung was reprieved until the summer. 

On 28 February, in another ‘liberal’ gesture, the King had with a stroke of 
his sanctimonious pen and some fanfare lifted the 7-year-old Verbot banning all 
works, past and future, of the ‘Young Germany’ group of writers — on condi- 
tion that they sign an undertaking henceforth ‘conscientiously’ to abstain from 
writing ‘anything that offends religion, the fabric of the state, or morality’. 
Three of the 5 writers involved, Laube, Mundt and Gutzkow — Heine’s ‘radi- 
cal’ opponent, who by a special dispensation had been allowed to become the 
editor of the Hamburg Telegraph — signed this loyalty pledge. 

The fourth, Wienbarg, refused to comply. The fifth was Heine. The King 
had pointedly excluded him from this optional amnesty by expressly limiting it 
to those of ‘the Five’ who resided in Germany. In view of the embargo on all 
Hofmann & Campe books, he was in fact under a double curse in Prussia. 


In Paris, that February, people were fighting for tickets to one of Chopin’s rare 
concerts, at which Pauline Viardot was also scheduled to sing to his accompani- 
ment. The concert took place on the 21st and was, as George Sand noted, bril- 
liant and lucrative as well, bringing in more than 5,000 francs — a record profit 
which inspired the Revue Musicale to describe it as a ‘magnificent occasion 
where simplicity was married to grace and elegance, and where good taste 
served as a pedestal to riches.’?” 

George Sand’s ‘Communist’ novel, Horace, continued to be serialized in adv- 
ance of publication in the Revue Indépendante. It contained a malicious por- 
trayal of the comtesse d’Agoult. The long-drawn-out public battle between the 
two women — in which Balzac was preparing to intervene with his novel, Béa- 
trice, on the d’Agoult-Liszt affair — was now on and, with no war more serious to 
disturb the carnival atmosphere of Paris, Heine was one of the few who saw 
through appearances and continued to send out warning signals. 


740 


CULTURAL DIVISIONS IN BERLIN AND Paris 


On 7 February he had sent to the Augsburg Allgemeine Zeitung the article 
beginning with the words ““We are dancing here on a volcano” — but we are 
dancing.’ The article, built around his famous interpretation of the new high- 
kicking dance which was to become known far and wide as the (French) cancan, 
gave a disturbing picture of the background to the February debates in the 
Chamber of Deputies, which in historic hindsight would be ranked among the 
most important in the life of the July Monarchy. 

In his sparkling, ostensibly flitting style, Heine passed from the dancing of 
Carlotta Grisi in Giselle to the lusty roundelays of the nymphs of pagan times. 
He mentioned Salome’s dance before Herodias and his rewarding her with the 
head of John the Baptist as the reason why the Church, which otherwise 
‘embraced all the arts and used them to its advantage’, condemned dancing. 
Then, after describing the ‘courtly coolness’ and graceful but punctiliously 
chaste manner adopted by the French ballet in the age of Louis XIV as an 
attempt to neutralize the ‘archpagan’ voluptuousness of this art, he wondered 
how to define the cancan for the German public. ‘Well, then: the cancan is a 
dance which is never performed in decent society.’ 

With a garish, lusty, vulgar energy, the common people of Paris whirled and 
swirled about at carnival time. By comparison, the boredom, indifference and 
blasé atmosphere at upper-class balls and dancing soirées, at which dress, 
appearance and decorum counted for everything and black-tailed men and 
coquettish women shuffled about with a tired air — ‘the prevalent fashion being 
only to pretend to be dancing’ — struck him as another symptom of the corrup- 
tion, greed and self-seeking which had come to mark the French bourgoisie: 
‘No one has the slightest desire to entertain the other person and this egotism 
manifests itself even in the dancing of today’s society.’ 

On the other hand, ‘The dancing of the lower classes, much as they try to ape 
the genteel world’, still had some reality to it, albeit a regrettable one. Juxtapos- 
ing the goings-on in the popular amusement places with ‘the mannered rigidity’ 
of the classical ballerinas whose eyes and ‘lewd smiles constantly contradict 
their legs’, belying their prim air and sexless movements, Heine conjured up not 
only the strident, shrill music accompanying the cancan, but the display of 
‘demonic lust’ he had recently witnessed at a grand but spooky revelry at the 
Opéra Comique. There, in the atmosphere of a veritable Walpurgisnacht 
(witches’ night), ‘the Devil himself played with full orchestra’ and the ‘satanic 
spectacle’ reached its climax ‘when the gallopade resounded with a crash... It 
seemed that the ceiling must soon burst and the whole crowd and crew would 
suddenly soar up on broomsticks.’ 

In the midst of this outpouring, Heine worked in a rapier-like thrust at the 
methods to which Louis-Philippe’s administration had sunk: ‘In the public 
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dance halls every quadrille is watched by several policemen or communal guards 
who darkly supervise the dancing morality... This surveillance of popular 
entertainment, incidentally, illustrates the state of affairs here and the measure 
of freedom the French have to date achieved.’ 

But the tighter the straitjackets, he observed, the more daringly and inven- 
tively did the Gallic spirit express its opinion of the world in the insolent move- 
ments and provocative, ‘ironic entrechats’ of the cancan and similar 
‘unspeakable dances’ — mocking, as he saw it, the hypocrisy of society’s sexual 
mores and its bourgeois values as well as every touted notion of ‘patriotism, 
loyalty, faith, family values, heroism, God...’5 All the things, in short, which 
had been turned into a sham. 

The February 1842 debates in the Chamber dwelt on the issue of the ‘elec- 
torate of the rich’ — which restricted the number of Frenchmen entitled to vote 
to those 170,000 able to pay a certain statutory amount of taxes — and opposi- 
tion demands for some parliamentary reforms. They were held some 16 months 
after Guizot had replaced Thiers as the dominant figure in the Soult-Guizot 
Ministry. King Louis-Philippe, happy to have got rid of the bellicose Thiers, 
whose self-confessed interest in ‘politics on the grand scale’ had nearly involved 
him in war with England and the other powers, was even happier with his 
choice of Guizot. In this diplomat he had found a man who — paradoxically or 
not for a brilliant historian and former liberal who in 1830 had actually drafted 
the protest which had sparked off the July Revolution — not only agreed with his 
favoured policy of ‘peace, prosperity and stability’ but, being on principle 
opposed to any kind of change, raised resistance to it to the level of a doctrine. 
‘Resistance’ became in fact the by-name of his Ministry which, composed of 
enemies of any reform from the centre and right of the Chamber, was to stay in 
power during the critical 1840—48 period. 

Frangois Guizot, whose dogmatic, schoolmasterly manner prompted Heine 
to refer to him as ‘the poor rector magnificus of France’, believed in ‘the sover- 
eignty of reason’, and not in the sovereignty of the people. Not everyone was fit 
to govern, but it stood to reason that the rich, the talented and the educated 
were better qualified than others. 

His famous advice to the millions of unenfranchised Frenchmen was ‘Enri- 
chissez—vous par le travail et l'épargne’ (Get rich by working and saving). Guizot 
felt justified in making this statement by the fact that France was indeed mov- 
ing towards prosperity. In 1842 the government initiated a plan for a national 
railroad system. With subsidies offered to private constructors, more and more 
locomotives, tracks and tunnels were about to be built; with new machines, the 
textile industry was expanding; and 6 years hence Paris would be the world’s 

greatest manufacturing city. Guizot’s formula was in line with his policy of the 
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juste milieu, ‘the golden mean hostile to any excess’ — either of revolution or 
reaction — which he had enunciated as early as 1835; by his lights, it was a rea- 
sonable and equitable way of both satisfying demands for representation and 
ensuring good government. Under the French representative system there was 
rarely a homogeneous majority in the Chamber of Deputies — rather, majorities 
‘were made up of groups which might vote together one day and then might 
never vote together again’.*4 

The King normally chose his premier from among the most influential 
deputies, with the result that the talk and betting in the salons was always 
between Thiers and Guizot, Guizot and Thiers. Guizot was a master at 
manoeuvring between the shortcomings of this fluid system and the latitude it 
gave him to distribute patronage in the form of government jobs to deputies 
ready to be bought. The fact that salaried government officials were eligible to 
double up as deputies — as did 80 in 1842, besides 69 servants of the crown 
whose posts did not depend on the government — helped him to secure conserv- 
ative majorities. 

It was precisely this practice which the opposition attacked in the February 
1842 debates and which were to be the major issue in the elections that were 
held several months later. Besides proposing a modest increase of the electorate 
by including anyone eligible to sit on a jury, the opposition demanded that 
deputies should no longer be allowed to hold salaried government posts until a 
year after their mandates expired. Leading the opposition was Thiers, the head 
of the Left-Centre ‘Party of Movement’. Thiers had often spoken of the need 
for these reforms but, when in power, had always found some pretext for defer- 
ring debates on the subject. 

The clamour for reform was general. It came not only from outlawed secret 
societies and outright republican or Jegitimist opponents of the monarchy but 
from many of the younger generation who were hungry for new ideas and dis- 
gusted by the spreading corruption and nepotism. The King’s own heir, the 
duc d’Orléans, had in 1840 written to the painter Ary Scheffer: ‘The present 
epoch is prosperous and peaceful, but it is too dull not to become soon stagnant 
and consequently corrupt; innumerable vulgar and mean little interests seethe 
under an apparently united surface which can perhaps only be disturbed by the 
most violent upheavals.’*5 

Guizot, however, whom Heine compared to the Obelisk of Luxor both for 
his immobilisme and for being out of tune with his time, held on firmly to his 
view that ‘universal suffrage’ was the ruin of democracy and liberty. He was 
highly unpopular, and had been hung in effigy during prolonged riots the previ- 
ous summer, when peasants and townsmen in several provinces had got wind of 
a planned tax rise. But this was not the kind of thing to ruffle Guizot: ‘A good 
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minister must be unpopular,’ he rationalized. Convinced that France’s institu- 
tions were perfect, he argued in a professorial tone that the task of those at the 
helm was to keep her citizens in place and to educate them — or as he put it, to 
‘call them to the duties’ which they were properly ‘fit to carry out’. He expected 
the cream of the nation, the deputies and peers, to support the monarchy with a 
view to assuring law and order, and preventing anarchy. 

The ageing Louis-Philippe, who had survived 10 assassination attempts in as 
many years, was now chiefly concerned to consolidate the legitimacy and conti- 
nuity of his monarchy. Neither he nor Guizot realized that, by obstructing even 
the slightest reform or any new idea, they were actually undermining its stabil- 
ity. Blocked in the Chamber, some of the more extreme deputies took their 
grievances to the licentious French press, with the result that there was an 
unprecedented wave of censorship trials. A.A. Ledru-Rollin, the new leader of 
the radical ‘Democrats’ — who were actually the former Republicans, forced to 
use a new name to avoid prosecution under the notorious ‘September Laws’ of 
1835 — was sentenced to 4 months in prison for a political speech. This caused a 
public outcry and led to a new trial, which ended with his acquittal. But another 
tribunal had jailed the publisher of the daily Le Siecle for 6 months on another 
debatable charge. Nothing, however, equalled the trial and sentencing early in 
1842 of Dupoty, the editor of the republican monthly Le Journal du Peuple, on 
charges of complicity in the attempted assassination of one of the King’s sons, 
the duc d’Aumale. The young duke, returning from the Algerian campaign, had 
entered Paris the previous autumn at the head of his regiment when, in the 
midst of a hero’s reception, an impetuous member of one of the secret societies 
fired a pistol at him, killing an officer’s horse without injury to the rider. The 
culprit, a self-confessed ‘Communist’ by the name of Quénisset, who was 
described as a halfwit, said that he sometimes read Le Journal du Peuple. 

Under the September Laws, Dupoty had therefore been arraigned before the 
Chamber of Peers. The chief evidence introduced by the prosecution, other 
than the argument that the would-be assassin had been influenced by reading 
his paper, was an article in which Dupoty had remarked on the fuss made by the 
government about a horse, when it had viewed with complacency the 1834 
‘massacre of the people in the Rue Transnonain’ depicted in Daumier’s famous 
drawing. Although no proof was offered that Dupoty had known of the 
attempted assassination or had any connection with those who had plotted it, he 
was found guilty of ‘moral complicity’ and jailed for 5 years. Quénisset was 

condemned to death, but reprieved by the King. Dupoty’s conviction caused 
such wide misgivings and protests that the relevant article of the September 
Laws was never again applied. But the Journal du Peuple never recovered after 


Dupoty’s imprisonment.” 
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As for the low-paid or unemployed and voteless ouvriers swarming in filth and 
squalor in the rapidly growing industrial slums, thcy lived on the periphery of 
society and figured as little in the King’s or Guizot’s political calculations as the 
young girls, earning 6 sous a day and reduced to seeking through a cold and sys- 
tematic prostitution the sustenance which they lacked,?? of whose plight Ledru- 
Rollin kept reminding them. Guizot was of course aware of the writings of 
_ Pierre Leroux, George Sand, Louis Blanc, Proudhon and Cabet, not to mention 
lesser authors of violently republican and outright revolutionary tracts, but he 
regarded most advocates of political and social reform as frustrated utopian 
dreamers who, yearning for tumultuous events, busied themselves with making 
and unmaking governments, nations, religions, society, Europe, the world.?8 


‘I am suspended!’ wrote Bauer from Bonn to his brother in Berlin on 3 March 
1842. He had been told nothing officially, except that an ‘investigation’ was in 
progress. ‘But which kind? Could it be that the pitiable Welcker affair is also 
being dragged in? He was suspended, but pending the outcome of the pro- 
ceedings, continued to lecture. He gave a histrionic account of how he first 
‘coolly’ ignored the murmuring protests of his audience of theological students, 
and then built his demonstration of Gospel contradictions to a powerful climax 
until he had them ‘all shaken and listening as if chained to their seats.’ 

Marx and Hess, he added, had both witnessed his performance. Then the 
hounded critic of Scripture went on relating with relish that during carnival 
week in Cologne he had indulged in some ‘terrible nonsense. I performed the 
third part of The Trumpet of the Last Judgment in the street and had some 
delicious fun’ until a pious and shocked Catholic had recognized ‘the Trumpet- 
player... By the time I was back [in Bonn] the faculty already knew everything.’ 

It was also on 3 March that Jenny’s father, Baron Ludwig von Westphalen, 
died in Trier. On the 5th, Marx learned that Bauer had been suspended per lit 
de justice (by Order of the King). On the same day he offered Ruge, among 
several manuscripts, his section of the jointly planned Bauer-Marx manuscript 
of Hegel’s Doctrine of Religion and Art as Seen from a Pietist Viewpoint by b.m. — 
which he had long promised to send to Bauer’s printer in Leipzig. Whether his 
object was to dissociate himself from Bauer, having perhaps had enough of 
Bauer’s oddities and his way of mixing scholarliness with pranks and theatri- 
cals, is not known. In any case, when the Hegel book finally appeared anony- 
mously in May, under a new title, it comprised only the sections written by 
Bauer. It was there that Bauer described his own method of criticism as forcing 
‘his way into the sanctum of religion’ to ‘profane it with relish’. 

Curiously, Marx too resorted to sexual symbolism when he later attacked 
Bauer. Savagely mocking ‘St Bruno’ and his self-styled ‘irresistible personality’, 
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he wrote that he ‘would undoubtedly be a danger to the feminine sex’ but 
alluded to his inward-turned character: ‘He will hardly pick any flowers but 
rather allow them to wither in infinite longing and hysterical yearning for the 
irresistible personality who possesses this unique sex and these unique, distinct 
sex organs.’ This passage, rightly or wrongly, has been adduced as evidence that 
Marx too may have seen Bauer as something of an ‘intellectual rapist’.?9 

But his break with ‘St Bruno’ was still a couple of years off and in the spring 
of 1842 they were together again in Bonn. Before that, on 29 March, Bauer was 
informed that his teaching licence had been withdrawn. Bonn’s Evangelical- 
Theological Faculty, supported by the unanimous vote of all such faculties at 
other universities, had ruled that his attitude towards the Evangelical Church 
and theology as expressed in vols. I and H of his Criticism of the Synoptic Gospels 
was irreconcilable with the post of a theology teacher. As for his part in the 
Welcker soirée, Eichhorn, the Minister, had decided to overlook his ‘unsuitable’ 
behaviour, since he was anyway being dismissed. 

Thus ended the career of this savagely ‘pure critic’ and self-lacerating the- 
ologian. ‘The last radical academic to leave the stage,’ his dismissal spelled the 
end of Marx’s chances of an academic career. If he could have made them good 
at all, it was before his 24th birthday in May 1842 — and not when he was 26 and 
living in self-chosen exile in Paris; but that does not seem to have been his main 
purpose, or not at any price. His very association with Bauer defeated the 
prospect of his obtaining the Bonn lectureship — in the pursuit of which he had 
invested altogether a year’s time — and so did everything he wrote in the winter 
of 1841-42. He started a new preface to his doctoral thesis, apparently still 
toying with the idea of applying for a university post, but at the same time 
wrote his slashing attack — albeit not under his own name — on the King’s cen- 
sorship measures. Together with it he offered Ruge on 5 March both his atheis- 
tic observations on Christian art and another piece in which he promised to 
‘combat the self-contradictory, self-cancelling hybrid of constitutional monarchy’, 
italicizing the words. None of this appears as if he was in earnest about making 
a state-sponsored career, the only kind available in Prussia at the time. 

Compromise was not in his character. He would be a lecturer, but only on his 
own terms. Like Bauer, Marx had hoped to force his way into the ‘sanctum’ of 
Bonn’s conservative academic establishment and to ravage it with his machine — 
philosophy — from within. It had taken him a long time to realize that such tac- 
tics were no longer possible, but once he did, he turned from atheist polemics to 
the current issue of the censorship, marking his entry into politics, though not in 
today’s sense of the word. Unlike Bauer, he would not be a martyr. 

In February, Jenny had turned 28. His presence by her side during her 

father’s illness no doubt drew the two of them together, but the old man’s pro- 
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longed death-struggle and the comings and goings of relatives made this a 
trying period not conducive to work. And the death of Westphalen reduced 
Jenny and her mother to living in genteel poverty. Once, during Westphalen’s 
lifetime, there had been talk of his Scottish inheritance — as mentioned in a pre- 
served family letter ~ but nothing more is known about it except that years later 
Jenny’s uncle, Heinrich Georg von Westphalen, was to leave over ‘1,500 Pounds 
sterling’. Jenny’s father, at any rate, left his family little besides a small pension 
and an honourable name. 

Her mother, Caroline von Westphalen, had also once hoped to get a share of 
the estate — said to be worth £50,000 — left by an uncle of hers, Wilhelm Storch, 
described in letters as an ‘American Croesus’. The Prussian Embassy in 
London had been enlisted to help; but nothing ever came of these efforts, and 
according to one source the Storch estate in 1973 continued to be administered 
in London. 

Young Marx, for his part, had no income whatever. He was now almost com- 
pletely alienated from his mother, who refused to advance him any more money, 
unable to see why he should do nothing to help support her and his 5 sisters and 
one younger brother. Their quarrel was further fed by the mutual distaste 
which Jenny and his mother had developed for one another. The addition of the 
lifelong antagonism between Jenny and her haughty half-brother, Ferdinand 
von Westphalen — to whom Marx may have referred as ‘an aristocrat comme il 
faut’ but who, together with her uncle, Heinrich Georg, vociferously opposed 
the idea of her marrying him — made for multiple domestic tensions, with Marx 
very much in the centre. 

These various strains, which were to come to a head during the summer, 
hardly made his stay in Trier a pleasant one. More immediately, the death of 
Westphalen, who had been like a second father to him, could not but affect him 
profoundly. Yet the fact that Jenny now depended on him more than ever does 
not seem to have changed Marx’s plans any more than the loss of his prospec- 
tive post in Bonn did; he went on working, as if nothing had happened, on the 4 
articles he had promised Ruge. 

But he was very restless. Trier was dreary and depressing. He wrote to Ruge 
on 20 March that he planned to leave shortly ‘for Cologne, where 1 shall set up 
my new residence’, for the very idea of returning to Bonn and suffering the 
proximity of its theology professors seemed too terrible to contemplate. “Who 
would want to have to talk always with intellectual skunks, with people who 
study only for the purpose of finding new dead ends in every corner of the 
world.’3° 

But he stayed only a short time in Cologne, deciding on second thoughts that 
life there was ‘too noisy’. He had asked Ruge to send his mail to Cologne ‘care 


747 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


of Jung’, but seems to have feared that Jung and the wealthy, champagne-drink- 
ing Cologne set would distract him from work; and so it was to Bonn with its 
‘insufferable’ professors that he went after all. ‘Marx has come back here, 
Bauer rejoiced in mid-April. The two intellectual companions had some high 
old times celebrating their reunion with a springtime outing. Bauer boasted of 
their antics: ‘In Godesberg we hired a couple of donkeys and galloped like 
madmen around the hill and through the village. Bonn society stared at us more 
amazed than ever. We were jubilant and shouted, the donkeys brayed.’3' 

Having finished writing the third volume of the controversial Synoptic 
Gospels, Bauer was full of fight and planning a campaign to force the Minister of 
Education, Eichhorn, to rescind his dismissal. Marx thought this a foolish idea 
which would get Bauer nowhere, but felt that it was ‘good Bauer doesn’t let the 
matter rest.’ The 4 articles Marx had several times promised Ruge were long 
overdue; in a letter written to Ruge on 27 April 1842, he referred cryptically to 
the troubled time he had been through. 


You must not become impatient if my contributions are delayed for a 
few days more — but only for a few days. Bauer will probably inform 
you orally that this month, owing to all kinds of external muddles, it 
has been almost impossible for me to work. Nevertheless, I have 
almost finished. I will send you four articles 1) ‘on Religious Art’, 2) 
‘on the Romantics’, 3) ‘The Philosophical Manifesto of the Histori- 
cal School of Law’, 4) ‘The Positive Philosophers’... I have aban- 
doned my plan to settle in Cologne... Bonn remains my residence for 


the time being.” 


Only the third of the 4 articles and essays supposedly requiring ‘only a few 
days’ to finish was ever completed. The one on religious art, already promised 
‘within a few days’ in February, had by now grown ‘almost to book size’. But by 
October, Ruge was still waiting for it and he never received it or any of the 
others. 

In the same letter of 27 April, however, Marx had a piece of news: he 
informed Ruge that he had ‘sent the Rheinische Zeitung a long article on our 
last Rhenish Diet, with a frivolous introduction concerning the Prussian State 
Gazette.’ 

For the first time ever, King Friedrich Wilhelm IV had allowed newspapers 
to publish the debates — albeit in summarized form and without mention of the 
names of speakers — of the 6th Rhenish Provincial Diet, which had sat in Diis- 
seldorf throughout June and July of the previous year. Now, three-quarters of a 
year later, the public learned that several deputies had presented petitions from 
liberal citizens démanding something new: freedom for the press to discuss 
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political matters. The semi-official General Prussian State Gazette had there- 
upon, in March 1842, run three articles built on the proposition that legislative 
matters, the functioning of the ‘state-machine’ and politics per se, were of little 
interest to the public, and had better be left alone by the newspapers. The 
Gazette’s unabashed argument ran succintly as follows: 


In England and France everything — the question of the poor, the 
sugar problem, the Negro question — is inextricably mixed up with 
political interests. If the public there pays any attention to parlia- 
mentary debates, it is only because these problems can affect the 
preservation or fall of the political system. 


Not so in Prussia: here the Government never misuses administra- 
tive and legislative measures for purposes of political manoeuvering, 
never foists upon them an artificial interest which they intrinsically 
Jack. Here, when one speaks of Corn Laws, one thinks strictly of 
corn and bread... 


Our press will therefore hardly be able, even under the mildest cen- 
sorship, to turn such matters into a political lever.33 


‘The Prussian State Gazette has reminded us’, Marx observed wrily in the 
article he had sent to the Rheinische Zeitung, ‘that we in Prussia have representa- 
tive local government and that the daily press is permitted to discuss the pro- 
ceedings of these Provincial Diets if it can. The State Gazette, in its classic 
self-confidence, thinks that what the Prussian newspapers lack is not permis- 
sion, but ability...” But disposing of the Gazette’s pharisaic cant and ‘lullabies’ 
was only part of Marx’s long article, which carried the title ‘Debates on the 
Freedom of the Press and the Publication of Parliamentary Proceedings’ and 
was to be published in 6 instalments. If in his first, as yet unpublished, 
‘Remarks on Censorship’ he had called censorship ‘terroristic? because it 
attacked the state of mind of the writer, he now took up the wider issue of 
freedom of thought. Attacking the Diet’s majority decision to reject demands 
for a Press Law guaranteeing freedom of thought, Marx pointed out that a 
Press Law was not 


a repressive measure directed against the freedom of the press... 
Laws are not meant to repress freedom any more than the law of 
gravity which keeps the heavenly bodies in perpetual motion 
represses movement just because I would be killed if, in violation of 
it, I were to try to dance in the air... Rather, the absence of a Press 
Law should be seen as an exclusion of freedom of the press from the 
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sphere of legal freedom, for legally recognized freedom exists in the 
state as law... A people’s statute book is its Bible of freedom. 


A Press Law treats freedom as the normal condition of the press... It 
must always be present, even when never applied, as in North Ame- 
rica, while censorship, like slavery, can never become legal, even if 


anchored in a thousand laws. 


Ridiculing the muddled thinking, inverted logic and obfuscating oratory which 
had marked most of the press debate in the Diet, leading various speakers to 
argue that censorship actually made for better newspapers — or alternatively 
that man and society were imperfect or not mature enough to be handed perfect 
freedom of the press — Marx wrote in another place: “The greatest orator of the 
French Revolution, whose ever thundering voice sounds yet into our time... 
Mirabeau, in short, trained himself in prisons. Does that mean that prisons are 
colleges of oratory?... The reasoning of our speaker is imperfect, governments 
are imperfect, the Diets are imperfect, freedom of the Press is imperfect, every 
sphere of human activity is imperfect — but then nobody has the right to exist, 
and man altogether has no right to exist.’ 

Attacking the censorship from a different angle, Marx declared that two 
decades of it had corrupted and impoverished the German mind and language. 
Even informed philosophy ‘ceased speaking German, because the German lan- 
guage had ceased to be the language of thought. The spirit spoke in incompre- 
hensible, mysterious words, because comprehensible words were no longer 
allowed to be reasonable.’ The effect had been to plunge German literature into 
what he called ‘its Evening-News period’ of philistinism and obscurity, provid- 
ing him with ‘self-evident historical proof of the contention’ — which expressed 
his own trenchant indictment — that ‘censorship has irresponsibly retarded the 
development of the German mind and spirit in a disastrous way.’3+ 

With this article, Marx made his prose debut in print at the age of 24, its first 
instalment actually appearing on his birthday, 5 May. The whole series was 
published anonymously ‘by a Rhinelander’. For all his little-documented, 
erraticseeming activities in the winter and spring of 1842, he had obviously 
kept an eye on the Rheinische Zeitung and remained in close touch with its two 
influential directors, Jung and Oppenheim. Starting with his previous year’s 
champagne bouts and ‘Hegel club’ discussions with them in Cologne, these 
contacts had sufficiently blossomed for Marx to be able to influence the 
appointment of Adolf Rutenberg as the paper’s editor-in-chief. 

The last instalment of ‘Debates’ had yet to appear when Prussia’s Minister of 
Interior and Police, Rochus von Rochow, angrily referred to it on 19 May as 

another of the ‘ceaseless attacks’ which lent the Rheinische Zeitung ‘the character 
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of a party and opposition paper’. But Ludolf Camphausen, the future Prime 
Minister, received an inquiry from his brother: ‘Who is the author of the excel- 
lent article in the Rheinische Zeitung?’ Jung and Ruge vied in their praise of it — 
the former calling it ‘beautiful’, and the latter ‘superb, the best thing written on 
the subject’ — and Oppenheim invited Marx to spend Whitsun in Cologne. 

The polemical gusto, pungent style and ironic panache he brought to his 
espousal of a free press could not but thrill Cologne’s liberals. In describing the 
‘Evening-News period’ of German literature under censorship, Marx had 
made merciless fun of the editor of Dresden’s Evening News, whose name was 
Winkler, proclaiming him a Krahwinkler, or petty philistine; but as Winkler 
wrote under the pseudonym Theodor Hell — meaning ‘Bright’ — he added that 
‘it would be difficult to ascribe to him even such brightness as can be found in 
the marshes at midnight.’ 

In his next published piece — a sharp attack on the political editor of the rival 
Kölnische Zeitung, Karl Hermes — Marx again played on the name of his antago- 
nist. Reminding his readers that ‘the Greek Hermes was the god of eloquence 
and logic’, he threw in blandly: ‘Whether it was Hermes or his son, the goat- 
god Pan, who wrote the ailing article in No. 179 [of the Kölnische Zeitung], let 
the reader decide for himself.’ Such puns and double puns, coupled with 
copious literary references and allusions — to Shakespeare, Goethe, Schiller, 
Aristotle, Epicurus, Socrates, Spinoza, Hegel, Voltaire, Newton, Rousseau and 
many others — were something the intelligentsia, or its non-conservative 
section, could wholeheartedly savour. 

One other group in Berlin took an enthusiastic delight in Marx’s articles. 
Friedrich Engels and his new friends among Berlin’s Die Freien had called 
Bauer’s dismissal and the government’s gross intervention in academic freedom 
‘the event of the century’. Die Freien included not only ebullient students but 
quite a few known Young Hegelians and former members of the Doctors Club, 
such as Max Stirner and Köppen, the expert on Tibetan Lamaism. Like the 
Doctors Club before them, Die Freien had no practical aims or programme, but 
flaunted their bohemian life-style and talked loudly against the clerical charac- 
ter of the Prussian state. The nearest thing to an active step they ever consid- 
ered during their noisy beer sessions at Stehely’s and other cafés and taverns, 
was to secede from the church in a collective demonstration. 

Engels’s army drill left him sufficient time for pub-crawling and he felt very 
exuberant among Die Freien. He had a quick pen and a lively style. Following 
up his 55-page polemic, ‘Schelling and the Revelation’, which had appeared in 
March, he continued to fan ‘the great controversies of our time’ and had since 
produced ‘Schelling, the Philosopher in Christo’ (sgd. Fr. Oswald),>5 another 
cruel parody of the distinguished philosopher’s new mystic ‘system’ published 
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in Berlin in May. By June Engels set about immortalizing Die Freien in a mock 
heroic poem written in defence of Bauer. 

The tone and style of this 47-page spoof satirizing the establishment may be 
guessed from its title, which reads in full: The insolently threatened, yet wonder- 
fully redeemed Bible, or THE TRIUMPH OF FAITH. Being the terrible, yet true and 
profitable HISTORY of the quondam Licentiate, BRUNO BAUER. How the same, 
tempted by the Devil to leave the Pure Faith, became the Supreme Devil, and how he 
was finally shaken and kicked out. A CHRISTIAN EPIC in Four Songs. It depicts a 
huge battle swaying and shifting from Heaven to Hell to Earth and back again 
as a riding column of theologians and pious Bonn professors — determined to 
destroy ‘the great whore of Babylon, the Goddess of Reason’ — set out in hot 
pursuit of the blasphemous Freien. Incited by the Devil and led by Bruno 
Bauer, they barricade themselves in a ‘book fortress’ made up of radical publi- 
cations, but the forces of piety break in and give them bloody noses. As the 
Devil takes flight and vanishes into the depths, Bauer, ‘the son of hell’ and 
Super-Devil, rises above the clouds to lead the final assault on Heaven. The 
anxious Virgin Mary and fluttering angels support the godly ranks, while 
Hegel, Voltaire, Robespierre, etc., help the attackers. Bauer, armed with his 
trumpet, slays the Archangel Michael and is about to storm God’s dwelling, 
when a celestial breeze wafts before his nose a parchment carrying an inscrip- 
tion. Pale and trembling, he reads it — ‘DismissEpD! — and with the Bible saved by 
this ‘heavenly word’, the host of angels break into hosannas while the horrified 
troop of godless Freien flee back to earth.3° 

The Triumph of Love is less memorable nowadays for its tumultuous, inter- 
planetary plot or its ironies than for the little portraits, like verbal cartoons, 
which Engels drew in a few lines of Ruge, Rutenberg, Köppen, Stirner and the 
other more conspicuous neo-Hegelians and Freien. It is also valuable for the 
way Engels saw in his mind’s eye an impetuous Marx — whom he had yet to 
meet — arriving full of fight to join the fray on the side of the atheists: 


Who rushes behind in a blustering storm? 

A black fellow from Trier, a savage monster. 

He walks not, hops not, but leaps on his heels, 

Pounding the ground in a fury, he stretches his arms wide, 

As though ready to seize the whole canopy of Heaven and tear it down, 
And clenches his angry fist, raving and raging mad, 

As if ten thousand devils had him by the hair. 
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Problems for Marx and the ‘Bourgeois King’ of France 


Die Freien, or ‘Berlin’s beer-literati’ — as Dr Bruno Bauer himself, while still in 
Bonn, had derisively referred to them — represented no serious threat to the 
Prussian government. Their pranks and verbal heroics annoyed some of the 
public, but what worried the authorities was that these Young Hegelian lectur- 
ers and students wrote learned and clever articles criticizing the clerical charac- 
ter of the ‘Christian-German’ State of Prussia in the columns of the Rheinische 
Zeitung, which was rapidly becoming a ‘philosophical’ newspaper. 

Then in June 1842, Cologne’s rival Kölnische Zeitung carried a report con- 
cerning the intention of Die Freien, as a first practical step, ‘to proclaim their 
recession from the Church publicly and by signature of its members.’ This had 
prompted the paper’s political editor, Karl Hermes, who had Catholic leanings, 
on 27 June to write a leading article — to become known as “The Leading Article 
in No. 179 of the Kölnische Zeitung’ (which was actually the title of Marx’s 
riposte to it), strongly condemning the spate of atheist philosophy which had 
lately found its way into the press. Hermes, without naming the Rheinische 

. Zeitung, demanded that the censorship put an end to it. His line of argument 
was briefly that newspapers were no place for the ‘dissemination of philosophi- 
cal and religious views’, which, ‘by their very nature exceed the power of com- 
prehension of the masses.’ Christianity, the only true religion confirmed by ‘the 
highest results of scientific research’, was the foundation of all European states. 
In discussing religion, the daily press had to stay within the boundaries of 
Christian dogma; and ‘the state must strictly prevent teachings contradicting, 
mocking or otherwise hostile to the fundamental truths of Christianity’ from 
appearing in the columns of ‘publications addressed to the masses’. 

In his polemical reply, Marx pointed out that ‘Philosophy has done with 
regard to politics what physics, mathematics, medicine and each science has 
done in its respective sphere.’ Just as Francis Bacon ‘emancipated physics from 
theology’, and just as Copernicus’s discovery of the true solar system had been 
made in disregard of the Biblical sun standing still over Gibeon, so philosophers 
from Hobbes to Hegel — looking at ‘the state through human eyes’ — had begun 
to ‘deduce its natural laws from reason and not from theology... No more than 
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you ask the doctor whether he is a believer should you put this question to the 
politician.’ 

As for Hermes’s ‘scientific research’, it was like ‘the Indian Brahmin who 
proves the sanctity of the Vedas by reserving for himself alone the right to read 
them!’ In other passages, Marx showed up the ‘mindlessness’ of the demand 
that newspapers must not be allowed to discuss religious or philosophical ques- 
tions, particularly in a ‘so-called Christian state’ where religion itself had 
become an object of politics: 


If such questions already interest the public as news, they have 
become questions and topics of the day, and then the question is not 
whether they should be discussed... [If] newspapers not only should 
but must discuss political questions, [then] as a matter of course, 
philosophy, the wisdom of the world, seems to have more right to 
concern itself with this world, politics, than does the wisdom of the 
other world, religion. 


Marx did not attack the state as such. He described it as ‘the great organism in 
which juridical, moral and political liberties must be realized’ on the basis of 
human reason for all law-abiding citizens. But he questioned its presumption to 
make their ‘human rights’ dependent on their subscribing to a particular reli- 
gious faith and dogma. He reminded Hermes that the Catholics of ‘poor green 
Eire’ did not appeal to a state religion which was not theirs, but to the ‘rights of 
humanity’.? 

When Dagobert Oppenheim at the Rheinische Zeitung received Marx’s reply 
to Hermes he feared that ‘the beastly censor’ Dolleschal would cut it to shreds. 
Informing Marx on 4 July that the Rheinische Zeitung was being mercilessly 
censored, and that Hermes might insist in any case on obtaining the name of 
the author — as he had done with regard to one of Hess’s articles — he asked 
whether it would not ‘create quite a furor if you were to put your name to the 
article?’ 

Although Marx did not sign it — this and all his future articles in the paper 
appeared anonymously — his article, published in three instalments on 10, 12 
and 14 July 1842, attracted a fair bit of attention. For here was an upstart paper 
challenging the respected bourgeois Kölnische Zeitung, and through it Prussia’s 
religious state philosophy. But he was still far from achieving anything like a 
national reputation. The Rheinische Zeitung was only a regional newspaper, and 
between 10 May and mid-July — spanning the weeks during which the alto- 
gether g instalments of Marx’s first and second article appeared in its columns 
— the interest of Berlin society, its officialdom and cultural élite was focused on 
Meyerbeer’s Huguenotten, which was finally being publicly performed in Ger- 
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many in an unprecedented series of 5 premieres within 8 days, at one of which 
the great singer Schréder-Devrient placed a garland of flowers on the com- 
poser’s head. This had been followed on 31 May by the ceremony in which 
the King awarded Prussia’s merit award to him and the other new ‘knights of 
the German nation’. Because of an eye inflammation, Meyerbeer was excused 
from the supper at which the King entertained the new ‘knights’ at Sans-Souci. 
But 8 days later, His Majesty received him in a specially blue-curtained room 
‘to soften the sunlight, with blue glass to dim the light of the lamps in the 
evening.’ 

At the same time the King, before departing for St Petersburg to attend the 
silver wedding of the Tsar and the Tsarina — his sister Charlotte, rebaptized 
Alexandra Feodorovna — reshuffled his whole music-and-spectacles establish- 
ment. Amid great suspense before each announcement, Von Kiistner replaced 
Count von Redern as ‘General Superintendent of Royal Spectacles’ and 
Redern became the same for ‘Court Music’, with the title of Excellency. 
Richard Wagner, having left Paris with his wife Minna and crossed the Rhine in 
an access of maudlin patriotism (‘I, a poor artist, with bright tears in my eyes, 
swore eternal loyalty to my German fatherland’), arrived in Berlin to get wind 
of these changes. No wonder he found the city ‘utterly depressing’, for the new 
appointments dashed his hopes of an early production of The Flying Dutchman 
in that city. 

While Wagner left for Dresden and soon raged at the clumsiness shown by 
his ‘plump, lazy, vulgar’ and ‘accursed’ Saxon compatriots in staging the 6-hour 
version of Rienzi, the cultural flurry in Berlin moved towards it climax in mid- 
June. Even as Marx’s article for the Rheinische Zeitung on the church-state 
dispute was being suppressed, the King, Alexander von Humboldt and other 
officials were putting the finishing touches to a coup which they hoped would 
put Berlin on an artistic par with Paris. On the 16th, the King, the Queen, and 
the Court attended another festive performance of Die Huguenotten, at which 
the appointment of Meyerbeer — the pillar of the Paris Grand’Opéra — as 
General Musikdirektor of Prussia was at last an-nounced to the distinguished 
audience. Spontini, whom he was replacing, had a ‘tearful audience’ with the 
King. A few days later the new appointment was posted on the doors of the 
Berlin Opera. 

Meyerbeer, having ended ‘the war between the two capitals’ over his person 
by obtaining the King’s agreement that for the next two years he would spend 
only 4 (and thereafter no more than 6) months in Berlin annually, had already 
left for Paris when the news was published in the press on the 23d. Reports of 
his engagement and reviews of Die Huguenotten continued to fill the columns of 
German journals and periodicals, and by 4 July, when Marx’s polemic against 
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Hermes reached the Rheinische Zeitung, the French press was reporting that 
Meyerbeer had declined the King’s offer of a salary in favour of getting a 
decent prima donna for the Berlin Opera. On that day, the Rheinische Zeitung 
had exactly 841 postal subscribers. 

‘Do you know anything about Die Freien? Marx inquired of Ruge in 
Dresden on 9 July. He was afraid that they were engaged in sheer braggadocio 
‘to annoy the philistines’ and that Hermes and the Kölnische Zeitung might use 
any ‘stupidities’ they committed as a stick against the Rheinische. ‘It is fortu- 
nate’, he added, ‘that Bauer is in Berlin.’ Marx thought, erroneously, that Bauer 
at least would rein in Die Freien and keep them from making themselves and a 
good cause ridiculous. 

But Bauer had no sooner arrived in Berlin in April than he was drawn by his 
brother Edgar into the circle of these ‘beer-literati? whom he had previously 
deprecated. He was their hero and unable to resist their enthusiastic bear-hug. 
He found that, besides writing articles protesting his dismissal, they were ready 
to stage demonstrations and otherwise take part in his campaign against the 
Ministry of Education. Marx, for his part, felt sure that Hermes was out to 
draw him into more polemics. He was determined to dispose in his own way of 
Hermes’s ‘babblings’ — ‘mediocrity shall no longer enjoy the privilege of immu- 
nity’, he told Ruge in his letter of g July — but he now had a stake in the Rheinis~ 
che Zeitung and feared that the radical rhetoric and reckless antics of the 
swaggering Freien would both alienate the paper’s wealthy sponsors and jeopar- 
dize whatever liberalization it might achieve as an organ of the Rhenish opposi- 
tion. 

Bauer had no such restraints and nothing to lose. Now that he was cast out of 
academe, his negativist-nihilistic streak led him to proclaim that every new 
world-historic principle, when carried to its extreme consequences, must of 
necessity express itself in ‘vandalism’ and a merciless ‘destruction’. Hegel’s 
notion of self-consciousness, he wrote that year, pointed the same way: ‘Only a 
battle of annihilation can carry die Sache [the matter] to its conclusion.’ For 
thus deducing revolution from philosophy, Bauer — whom Marx and Engels, 
and their followers after them, managed for a long time to confine to oblivion — 
is nowadays seen by some scholars as a link in the chain leading from Heine’s 
‘Thought precedes action as lightning precedes thunder’ — through Moses 
Hess’s call for a ‘philosophy of action’ — to Marx’s later formulation that ‘it is 
the philosopher in whose brain the revolution starts.’ 


Marx himself was back in Trier, having been alerted there from Bonn at the end 


of April by the impending death of an aunt of Jenny’s. It was from Trier, in the 
midst of a money quarrel with his family and other troubles, that he had written 
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the masterly polemic against Hermes. In his letter of g July he complained to 
Ruge: 


I had to spend six weeks in Trier in connection with another death. 
The rest of the time was split up and poisoned by the most unpleas- 
ant family controversy. My family laid obstacles in my way, which, 
despite the prosperity of the family, put me for the moment in very 
serious straits. I cannot possibly burden you with the story of these 
private scandals; it is truly fortunate that scandals of a public nature 
make it impossible for a man of character to be irritated over private 
ones,” 


With this noble statement he passed on to other matters, leaving a permanent 
stain on his family, chiefly his mother. Poor Henriette Marx! On the basis of 
this letter and some cynical or jocular sallies by the disgruntled son, practically 
all but the most recent of his biographers were to put her down for posterity as 
a wealthy but miserly, unfeeling woman who abandoned Marx to life-long 
penury. Modern investigation shows the truth to have been somewhat different. 
Actually, his mother had financed his quite expensive university education to 
the tune of 1,111 Thaler. When her husband’s total estate of 22,110 Thaler had 
been settled in June 1841, assets to the value of 11,136 —representing her dowry 
and other monies she had brought into the marriage — had gone to Henriette 
Marx in accordance with a contract of partition signed during her husband’s 
lifetime. Of the remaining estate, she had received half — to the value of 4,501 
Thaler — her portion of the estate amounting, in round figures, to 16,750 
Thaler, chiefly in property, as Kar!’s father had left very little ready cash. 

One thing about the settlement that seems to have embittered Karl from the 
beginning was that it gave his mother the usufruct for life of a quarter of the 
4,501 Thaler to be divided among the 7 Marx children. The share immediately 
due to each of them had thus been reduced from 482 to 361 Thaler. This meant 
that Karl had drawn not only his share but some 750 Thaler as an ‘advance’ on 
his future inheritance. 

Since then his mother had sent him more money, while he did not even 
bother to inform her that he had taken his degree. At the beginning of 1841, 
when she left Trier for a short while, she instructed Marx’s sister Sophie to 
inform him that if he needed money for any purpose he had only to write.3 

Yet, whenever in the future Marx refers to his mother at all it is in connection 
with money matters; and whereas several classical and some of the best biogra- 
phers of Marx describe her as a self-absorbed woman ‘given to laments and 
humourless moralizing’, more recent researchers have been forced to the con- 
clusion that ‘the portrait of the hard-hearted, stingy mother who abandoned the 
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son in the hour of need is a legend which Marx himself did his best to promote. 
In reality he was repeatedly assisted by her, even with large sums.’4 

Indeed, 6 years later, when he was 30, a married man and the father of three 
children, she was to send him another, quite considerable ‘advance’ (6,000 
francs), only to be shocked by the Trier police’s coming to question her, as 
Marx had just been expelled from Paris. He, on the other hand, was continually 
devising schemes to make his mother ‘shell out her money’; at the age of 40 he 
expressed to Engels the possibility of making ‘the old woman... believe that my 
inheritance is threatened by the [Prussian] authorities...’ And yet the following 
year she wrote off the original 1,111 Thaler as a ‘gift’ and the year after that he 
reported from a two-day visit to Trier that she had ‘destroyed several previous 
promissory notes which I once gave her.’ This unexpected and ‘pleasant result’ 
of the visit — after an estrangement of two decades — prompted him to declare 
(to Lassalle) that he was suddenly ‘interested in the old woman because of her 
very fine esprit,’ while at the same time informing Engels in a different vein that 
she was ‘rapidly going towards her dissolution...’ 

When she finally died two years later, it turned out that he had drawn 
another sizable advance of some 5,000 Dutch florins. At that, thanks to his 
mother’s economic management, he was to inherit quite a substantial sum in 
cash and securities. 

At the time of the ‘unpleasant family controversy’ in July 1842, Frau Marx 
was 54 years old. Widowed at 50, with 6 children besides Kar! to support — 
including his retarded brother Hermann, then 23 years old (and to die later that 
year), and his sisters Sophie (26), Henriette (22), Louise (21), Emilie (20), and 
Caroline (18) — she managed her resources with the foresight and prudence of 
an experienced housewife. Unable to count on any help either then or in future 

from Karl, she had to think of making provision for 5 dowries and trousseaux 
for her daughters and of her own advancing years at a time when social insur- 
ance and old-age pensions were unknown. She therefore invested some of her 
capital in loans and securities and ran a 7-person household on the income it 
brought her, which, at the 4 per cent bank rate current in Trier, at first amoun- 
ted to some 700 Thaler a year, a little less than Karl at 19 had spent on himself 
alone during his first 12 months in Berlin. 

Later, when Marx’s uncle, the Dutch banker Lion Philips, began to look 
after her savings, her income may have doubled. But this had not yet happened 
and meanwhile hers was a life filled with frequent sorrows — in the 5 years 
between 1837 and 1842 she lost her husband and two boys, and in the next 5 she 
was to bury two daughters in a row, Although the last 10 years of her life were to 
be materially comfortable, she had some reason for being ‘given to laments’. 

Raised in Holland, she had neither roots nor any real friends in Trier. Nor, 
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to judge from a remark by one of her daughters, did she find much spiritual 
comfort in the religion to which she had reluctantly converted for her hus- 
band’s and convenience’s sake: “To see the place to which the Children of Israel 
have been banished!’ one of Karl’s sisters, who had been baptized together with 
him, was to write of the bigoted town in which their mother was to live out the 
rest of her life. To these various problems was added Karl’s total rebuff of her 
maternal love. 

‘He wanted nothing from her but money,’ is the verdict of one modern histo- 
rian. Practical, down-to-earth and very circumspect with her money Henriette 
Marx may have been, but nothing shows her to have been callous towards her 
eldest and favourite son. While his father had castigated him for being ‘rather 
more of an egoist than is necessary for self-preservation’, his mother felt that 
‘too much is being asked of you, my good Karl, the human heart cannot com- 
prise and bear it all.’ Only once did this woman who took her personal tragedies 
with great composure, and whose ‘unflappable’ spirit Marx himself was later to 
extol, complain with ‘bitter tears’ of her son’s growing alienation. In 1840 she 
had written to him: ‘Never will you make the moral sacrifices for your family 
which all of us made for you.’ 

By the time of the quarrel he mentioned to Ruge in 1842 she knew that, 
other than making constant demands, this learned doctor-son of hers ~ the 
family’s pride, its Ghickskind and admired intellect — had no further use for her 
or any of his siblings. One has to remember his mother’s early solicitousness to 
appreciate the hurt to a woman with an archetypal family sense. 

To Karl, on the other hand, it was a galling fact that his mother had retained 
control of the major portion of the total Marx estate, and no matter how many 
‘advances’ he got on his future inheritance, he kept a jaundiced eye fixed on her 
prosperity and her purse; and occasionally he was to wish her dead. 

His troubles during his 1842 visit to Trier were certainly real, but there was 
one side to them which he suppressed for the time being and did not mention to 
Ruge in his letter of 9 July. Significantly, he stayed at a Trier hostelry called Zu 
Venedig, or the Venice Inn, and not at Jenny’s house. For within her aristocratic 
family the inveterate tension between the two sets of the late Baron’s children 
had by now led to an equally bitter, and if anything, more cold-blooded rupture. 
Upon Westphalen’s death in March, those of his first marriage had lost all reti- 
cence in their hostile attitude towards Jenny’s mother, the Baroness Caroline. 
Led by the late Baron’s brother, Heinrich Georg von Westphalen, now the 
doyen of the family, and by Jenny’s half-brother Ferdinand, they had closed 
ranks against her and Jenny. Caroline and Jenny had meanwhile been reduced 
to living on the late Baron’s modest pension, a large part of which had been 
consumed by the medical expenses of his year-long illness. 
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Living with them for the last 25 years had been Caroline’s sister Christiane 
Heubel, whose very presence in the house was a constant reminder to Jenny’s 
half-siblings Ferdinand and Lisette that the Baroness Caroline herself had been 
born a commoner. They could never forget that their mother — née von Velt- 
heim and now dead and buried for 35 years — had been a noblewoman of ancient 
stock, while the Baroness Caroline was the product of several generations of 
Heubel equerries, bailiffs and stewards who had looked after the horses, or the 
houses and domains, of their lords and betters. 

In short, while Kar] Marx, emotionally speaking, boycotted his mother, he 
and Jenny and her mother Caroline — the family into which he hoped to marry — 
were now themselves boycotted by the older and nobler branch of the West- 
phalens. 

Jenny’s aunt Christiane, whose illness had brought Karl Marx to Trier, died 
on 12 June 1842. Some time later that summer, the widowed Baroness Caroline, 
twice bereaved in the space of three months, left Trier together with Jenny. For 
the next year or so they lived in great penury at Kreuznach, a small spa some 50 
miles from the woods and vineyards where Jenny and Marx had walked and 
become secretly, romantically engaged 6 long years before. The career-con- 
scious and reactionary half-brother Ferdinand is known to have hated the idea 
of Jenny’s marrying a baptized Jew and resented having his name associated 
with Marx. But racial-religious prejudice and the fanatical opposition of 
Jenny’s ‘pietist-aristocratic’ relatives to her marrying young Marx were only 
two of the elements that fanned long-nursed, smouldering antagonism and led 
to the final rupture between the two branches of Westphalens. 

Neither Ferdinand nor Jenny’s half-sister, the wealthy Lisette von Krosigk, 
lifted a finger to help her or their stepmother Caroline throughout the misfor- 
tunes which befell them in 1842. Jenny’s less arrogant half-brother, Karl Hans 
Werner, had died young in 1840. Significantly, the Baroness Caroline, having 
dissolved her household in Trier, was to return there only after Ferdinand was 
transferred in 1843 to the post of Regierungsprasident of the Liegnitz district. 
She was to live there for another 14 years in utmost privation, her household 
effects when she died amounting to a little over 100 Thaler. Jenny alone would 
attend her mother’s funeral and pointedly sign the obituary notice ‘in the name 
also of my absent siblings’. 

By that time, Ferdinand von Westphalen had served for 6 years as Prussia’s 
Minister of the Interior and Police and was hardly anxious to have any connec- 
tion with Jenny and thereby draw public attention to his being the stepbrother- 
in-law of Karl Marx, by then a notorious Communist liable to be imprisoned if 
he showed his face in Prussia. And three years later (1859), when Ferdinand 
published a History of the Campaigns of Duke Ferdinand of Brunswick-Lineburg 
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(being the war notes left by his grandfather, Heinrich Philipp, who as the 
famous Duke’s factotum had devised most of them) and prefaced it with a 
history of the Westphalen family, he eliminated all mention of his stepmother 
Caroline from his father’s biography, glossing over his second marriage alto- 
gether, as though it had never taken place or lasted a full 30 years. Thus he also 
expunged Jenny and her younger brother Edgar from the family record and, 
needless to say, saved himself the embarrassment of being connected in the 
public mind with Karl Marx. 

On 23 or 24 December 1859, Jenny’s anger at Ferdinand’s suppression of her 
mother and herself would explode in a letter to Friedrich Engels. ‘Our humane, 
truly noble and generous father’, it said in part, had been ‘Shakespeare-oriented 
and not Bible-minded — a crime for which the pietist son could not forgive him 
even in his grave.’ Her mother, she protested furiously, had looked after her 
stepchildren ‘with a devotion and a self-sacrificing love such as even a mother’s 
own children are seldom lucky enough to enjoy.’> 

Ferdinand, however, was not the only one to blot out unpleasant facts from 
the public record. In this one respect the aristocratic Prussian Police Minister 
and the prophet of the proletariat were to act curiously alike, for Marx, too, for 
different reasons, was to do his best to prevent any public mention of his own 
family antecedents. After Jenny’s death in 1881, when her French son-in-law, 
the journalist Charles Longuet, mentioned in an obituary that her marriage to 
Karl Marx had met with ‘trouble’ because, among other things, ‘there were 
many prejudices to overcome, the strongest of which was racial prejudice: it is 
known that the illustrious Socialist is of Jewish origin’, Marx hotly contested 
this, called it ‘simple invention’, and wrote to his daughter Jennychen: ‘There 
was no prejudice to overcome... Longuet will greatly oblige me by never men- 
tioning my name in his writings.’ But Longuet, a serious journalist on 
Clemenceau’s La Justice, had heard the story from Jenny herself or from his 
wife. 

On 14 June 1842, Marx attended the funeral of Jenny’s aunt. He remained in 
Trier till mid-July. Besides his attack on Hermes he wrote while he was there 
another essay in his series on the Debates of the 6th Rhenish Diet. This dealt 
with the 7~year-long ‘Church-State dispute’ between the Vatican and Prussia, 
originally ignited by the Cologne Archbishop’s refusal to transact mixed 
Catholic-Protestant marriages unless their progeny were committed to the 
Catholic faith. The issue had finally been settled in May by King Friedrich 
Wilhelm IV and his government giving in to the Pope. Marx had sent his 
article, which was to have been his second in the Rheinische Zeitung, to the paper 
but it was twice suppressed by the censorship, on submission and on appeal. 
Although the article has not survived, Marx’s opinion of the settlement is 
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evident from a passage in his letter to Ruge of ọ July: ‘Before the entire world, 
Prussia has kissed the Pope’s mule, and our government automatons walk the 
streets without blushing. 

On 12 July, a couple of days after his letter to Ruge, Marx and his mother and 
the rest of his Trier family attended the wedding of his sister Sophie to the 
Dutch lawyer Wilhelm Schmalhausen. As Sophie and her husband settled in 
Holland, Marx was later to pay fairly frequent visits to that country, where his 
Philips relatives also lived. During his London miseries, Marx never hesitated 
to apply for help to his uncle Lion Philips, most often managing to ‘lure some 
dough’ — and sometimes, as he reported, to ‘squeeze’ considerable sums — out of 
him. 

Before leaving Trier, Marx wrote to Ruge in Dresden, ‘Do not imagine that 
here in the Rhineland we live in a political Eldorado. It takes the most unswerv- 
ing persistence to push through a paper like the Rheinische Zeitung.” 

There was a new spirit and determination, a new purposefulness, to his writ- 
ing. He now looked to the Rheinische Zeitung for a living; and whether or not he 
was already thinking of taking over from Adolf Rutenberg, whom he had helped 
into the editor’s seat, he now had enough influence on the paper to declare to 
Ruge that ‘sooner or later he will be shown the door’, since he had proved a dis- 
appointment and ‘absolutely incapable’. 

Marx returned to Bonn on 15 July, not before remarking presciently to Ruge 
that the fight for the Rheinische Zeitung was only beginning. 


In France the political struggle between the reformist partisans of ‘movement’ 
and Guizot’s party of ‘resistance’ had just reached a dramatic climax in elec- 
tions held on 9-12 July. Guizot, having defeated the opposition in the first ses- 
sion of the Chamber, had availed himself of his right to dissolve it at what 
seemed a propitious moment. The outcry over the press trials had died down; 
the country was quiet; and Guizot hoped to exploit the disunity in the Cham- 
ber, of which Heine had remarked the previous autumn that no two deputies 
agreed on any subject. King Louis-Philippe, too, was confident of Guizot’s 
victory, for the general atmosphere was one of apathy and the two chief opposi- 
tion parties — the Left-Centre led by Thiers and Odilon Barrot’s Dynastic Left 
— could find no electoral issue to stir up the electorate. The two were flanked on 
the left by Ledru-Rollin’s weak ‘Democrats’ and on the right by an equally 
weak splinter group of Legitimists. 

At the last moment, however, the opposition found an issue in the ‘Right of 
Search’ treaty which the government had signed with England, allowing British 
warships to inspect French vessels suspected of plying the African slave trade. 
This was the kind of topic that played on national feelings and Guizot was suffi- 
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ciently worried to hold up ratification of the treaty. For the first time, he was not 
sure of a conservative majority. 

Indeed, in Paris the opposition won 10 of the district’s 12 seats. Although the 
government claimed victory in the provinces and an overall majority of 70, the 
results were still being calculated when tragedy struck the House of Orléans. 

On 13 July the King’s eldest son, Ferdinand Philippe, duc d’Orléans, was on 
his way from the Tuileries to Neuilly in a phaeton four-wheeler drawn by two 
horses when the postillion’s horse took fright and galloped. With the vehicle 
flying out of control towards the Chemin de la Révolte, the 32-year-old duke — 
after checking with the postillion that he could not hold back the runaway 
horses — stood up and jumped out of the low open carriage. He fell with his 
head against the pavement and fractured his skull. Taken to a nearby grocer’s 
home, he died without regaining consciousness at 4 in the afternoon, sur- 
rounded by the King, Queen and other members of the royal family and state 
dignitaries who crowded the modest premises. 

Rumours of his death were disbelieved until 6 p.m., when the Paris theatres 
cancelled their performances. The new heir to the throne was Louis-Philippe’s 
grandson, the 4-year-old comte de Paris, about whom the liberal-minded duke 
now lying dead had wondered only two years earlier whether he would in time 
become ‘one of the artisans of that social regeneration which can at the mom- 
ent only be glimpsed across the barrier of great obstacles and perhaps torrents 
of blood’.® 

Although Louis-Philippe had never allowed himself to be guided by his 
son’s progressive views, his loss was a severe blow to him. Aside from his per- 
sonal grief, his grandson’s age meant that a Regent would have to be provided 
for him. Whether the reins should be placed in the hands of the boy’s widowed 
mother or given to the duc de Nemours — Louis-Philippe’s second son — was a 
question not covered in the 1830 Charter. Guizot wanted to pass a regency law 
favouring Nemours, but with some of the opposition claiming that this was an 
issue for another general election, a whole new political game was about to start 
even as the King stood hollow-faced and tearful during the crowded funeral 
service at Notre Dame. 

‘What projects vanished, what calculations deceived!’ the Austrian ambassa- 
dor, Count Apponyi, observed in his journal. Indeed, the septuagenarian King 
suddenly realized, as did many Frenchmen mourning in sympathy with him, 
how shaky was the basis of the July Monarchy and how uncertain its future, 
vulnerable to such unpredictable accidents as a horse run wild. Guizot had 
reason to fear that he would lose the vote in the Chambers, for Nemours was 
almost as unpopular as he was himself. As Heine put it, Nemours, by contrast 
with his late ‘noble-looking’ brother, had the haughty look of an ‘aristocrat’. 
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But the King wanted the Regency for his son and not for his widowed 
daughter-in-law, the Duchess Hélène, who had been a Mecklenburg princess. 
He had reportedly told Thiers in private that he would never entrust the throne 
of France to a woman, and least of all ‘to a foreigner, and a German to boot’. 

Everything now depended on Thiers. The duchess was an intelligent woman 
with a liberal reputation, and all branches of the opposition expected his lead to 
overthrow the government on the regency question. The King, having recov- 
ered some of his composure, opened the new session with a short speech from 
the throne in which he declared that the Regency properly belonged to the 
prince closest to the throne in the order of succession established in the 1830 
Charter, that is, Nemours. 

Ledru-Rollin for the ‘Democrats’ asked that the nation should be consulted. 
Guizot replied that the King and the two Chambers were ‘the sole legitimate 
and regular organs’ expressing the national sovereignty. Lamartine, who repre- 
sented no party except his admirers among the intelligentsia, the women and 
the young, delivered one of his winged speeches in which he claimed that 
‘awarding the Regency to a woman’ would only ‘restore the government to par- 
liament and replace the royal dictatorship with that of the nation... The law you 
are making is neither conservative nor dynastic. It is pregnant with revolutions 
and usurpations.”? 

Odilon Barrot, in the name of the Dynastic Left, likewise attacked the pro- 
posed law. Then Thiers rose and to everyone’s surprise — including that of 
Guizot — announced that, in order to save the monarchy and the parliamentary 
system, he would vote for the government’s law. He appealed to everyone to 
follow suit, for ‘behind the government lurks the counter-revolution, and in 
front of it I see an abyss; the only safe ground to stand on is that of the Charter.’ 

Thiers’s change of front threw the opposition into disarray. Whether he 
believed that Guizot would not last long and wished to win the good will of the 
King and signal to him that he was ‘available’, or, on the contrary, wished to 
write his history of Napoleon — considering that a grander task than ‘small- 
scale’ day-to-day politics — the net result was that Guizot, who had nearly lost 
the recent elections with all his candidates ‘deserting like rats’, won the parlia- 
mentary battle with a majority beyond his dreams. With many now defecting in 
the opposite direction, the vote in favour was 310 to 94. 

But the victory of the policy of ‘resistance’ set France on a fatal course. With 
the opposition finally split by Thiers’s volte-face, frustrated radical deputies and 
diehard republicans, seeing no hope of even modest reforms, turned more and 
more to extra-parliamentary circles and methods. Nor, after Thiers’s withdrawal, 
was there anyone in sight to threaten Guizot’s ability to maintain his majority by 
ever more venal methods. With his conservative creed buttressed by the loftiest 
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intellectual and sincere moral arguments, Guizot kept the lid on a country sim- 
mering with the disaffection of votcless masses, liberal writers, underpaid work- 
ers, licentious newspapers and secret societies plotting revolution. 

In general, 1842 is regarded as the watershed year when the July Monarchy, 
which the King and Guizot exerted themselves to consolidate, began to speed 
headlong towards disaster. According to one of his biographers, the Swiss-born 
Guizot was ‘often unable to understand what was happening in France’, and it 
was no wonder that he has been blamed for preventing the King and the gov- 
ernment ‘from discovering the true sentiments of the French people.’!° 

The King, who knew ‘how to manage the French’, showed the same lack of 
vision. Blind to everything that cried for that social regeneration which his own 
forward-looking son had considered imperative, he allowed the opinionated and 
doctrinaire Guizot to ride roughshod over the human needs, the new trends, 
ideas and under-currents of his time. 

‘The French ship of state has had too many holes bored into it by the 
gnawing teeth of mice,’ Heine had written on 11 December 1841, 7 months 
before the summer elections and subsequent regency debate. Observing in the 
same article that Guizot was powerless against this internal danger, he had pre- 
dicted that ‘the whole bourgeois comedy in France, together with its parliamen- 
tary superstars and extras’ would come to a bad end. 

The principled Guizot, who in the aftermath of the regency vote presided 
undisturbed over some incredible abuses, is seen in modern times as the man 
who turned the comedy of representative government into a farce, and ulti- 
mately precipitated the collapse of the July Monarchy. 


‘Violent upheavals’ and ‘torrents of blood’, ‘revolutions and usurpations’, 
‘counter-revolution’ and ‘an abyss in front’ — the terms used respectively by the 
duc d'Orléans, Lamartine and Thiers between 1840 and 1842 — all denoted fear 
and an awareness that France was moving towards some unnamed catastrophe. 
It was Heine who, in his articles of the period, gave a name to this fear and des- 
ignated its source. In his article of 11 December, he had pointed to the ‘destruc- 
tive doctrines’ which had taken hold of the lower classes and singled out the 
elementary and universal appeal of the propaganda of Communism. Referring 
to the growing number of industrial workers who demanded not only ‘equality 
of rights, but equality of enjoyment on this earth’, he had warned that ‘in Paris 
400,000 raw fists are only awaiting the slogan to translate the idea of absolute 
equality into reality." 

Reading the Paris newspapers and otherwise keeping his finger on the pulse of 
the French people, he had a better, and certainly a more far-sighted, awareness of 
its mood than its rulers had. But it was in two pieces written in June and July 
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1842 that Heine showed that intuitive grasp of things which justified his claim 
that the articles he sent to Augsburg’s Allgemeine Zeitung, later to be collected in 
Lutezia, had the merit of ‘an historical document’. In the first of these, datelined 
20 June 1842, less than three weeks before the elections, Heine noted that none of 
the reformers who hoped to replace Guizot wanted the violent overthrow of the 
existing order, but he pointed to the ‘dark forces lurking in secret’ who might 
misread the government crisis and parliamentary machinations as a signal for 
revolution: 


The terrible wheel would then begin to turn again and we would see 
an antagonist arise who may prove the most formidable of all who 
ever attacked existing society. At present this dreadful antagonist still 
lives incognito, like some poverty-stricken Pretender, in the base- 
ment of official society, in those catacombs where, between death and 
mildew, the new life is germinating. 


Communism is the secret name of this terrible antagonist, which 
offers the rule of the proletariat with all its consequences in place of 
the rule of the present bourgeois regime. The duel will be breathless! 
How will it end? Only the gods and goddesses who know the future 
can predict that. We know only one thing: Communism, although 
little spoken of today and still lying dormant on its miserable bed of 
straw in the recesses of garrets, is none the less the sombre hero des- 
tined to a great role in the modern tragedy. '” 


Before publishing the article, Kolb, the editor of the Allgemeine Zeitung, 
changed the last sentence to read ‘great, if only temporary, role in the modern 
tragedy.’ Heine promised to watch the ‘secret rehearsals’ of Communism, 
which was only waiting for its cue to make its stage entrance. The Communists’ 
activities seemed to him ‘more important than all the election bustle, party 
squabbling and Cabinet intrigues.’ 

When Heine wrote this in June, Thiers was still expected to ride the wave of 
Anglophobia caused by the ‘Right of Search’ treaty. There were voices calling 
for war. Recalling this in his next article — written on 12 July, the day after the 
elections but before the results were in — Heine predicted that a war engulfing 
Europe would end with ‘the ruin on the battlefield’ of Germany and France: 


But that would have been but the first act of the great drama, a pre- 
lude, as it were. 


The second act is European, the world revolution, the great duel 
between the have-nots and the privileged haves of the aristocracy of 
property. And when that comes, neither nationality nor religion will 
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make any difference: there will be only one fatherland embracing the 
earth, and only one faith... Will the religious doctrines of the past in 
all countries put up a desperate resistance, and will this attempt 
perhaps constitute the third act? Or will the old absolute tradition 
take the stage again, this time in some new costume and with new 
cues and slogans? 


How will this drama end? I do not know, but perhaps there will be a 
single shepherd and one herd, a shepherd driving a uniformly shorn, 
one-voiced bleating human herd before him with an iron staff! 


Wild, dark times are coming. Their boom can already be heard... 


The term ‘world revolution’, which Heine pronounced in this visionary article, 
antedated by 75 years the use the Bolsheviks were to make of it after the 1917 
October Revolution in Russia, but no one can say exactly what Heine was 
prophesying. The ‘Communist’ doctrine against which he was warning — and 
news of which, ironically, Hess was just about then smuggling past the censor- 
ship into the Rheinische Zeitung in Germany — was still vague and undefined at 
the time. It harked back to Buonarroti’s book on the 1796 ‘Conspiracy of the 
Equals’, which Heine had seen circulating among the Paris workers. The term 
‘Communist’ meant different things to different people. It was loosely and 
indiscriminately used by the collectivist Colins, by George Sand in her innocent 
novels glorifying the proletariat, and by sundry clandestine groups in subver- 
sive tracts and pamphlets. But Heine knew Jacob Vennedey, a former Heidel- 
berg lecturer closely connected with the one group from whose ranks the first 
Communists with anything like a nascent doctrine for the violent overthrow of 
society were to emerge before Marx ever dreamed of it. 

This was the small but tightly organized League of the Just (Bund der 
Gerechten) of German artisans, journeymen and apprentices in Paris, whose 
underground cells had been ‘rehearsing’ for years to make their debut some day, 
when the public limelight was suddenly to fall on their plans in the sensational 
trial of their leader, Wilhelm Weitling, the Communist ‘King of Tailors’. 

But Heine was looking far beyond his time, as is evident from his addressing 
the last line of his article to ‘our grandchildren’. He was actually writing about a 
‘new apocalypse’ so terrible that 


the prophet who will want to write it will have to invent new mon- 
strous beasts by the side of which the older animal symbols in Saint 
John will appear like softly cooing doves and little cupids. 


The gods will hide their faces out of pity for humankind, their long- 
time foster-child, and perhaps also out of worry for their own fate. 
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The future smells of Russian leather, of blood, of godlessness, of 
lashes and much hard whipping. 


My advice to our grandchildren is that they had better come into the 
world with very thick hides on their backs. '3 


As no revolution took place in 1842, Heine’s warning against the indistinct 
dangers of Communism fell on deaf ears. In the European mind, as Heine was 
to recall, May of that year became a ‘month of disaster’. On the sth, the day 
Marx’s first contribution to the Rheinische Zeitung was published in Cologne, 
some old houses in Hamburg caught fire, causing a three-day blaze which, 
fuelled by winds and jets of blue flames from exploding alcohol vats, devas- 
tated half the city. On 8 May, a train accident on the Paris-Versailles railway 
line caused 150 deaths and hundreds of casualties; and the same month an 
earthquake in Haiti took another great toll of human lives. Heine spent 
anxious days before he received the news that his mother, who lived in 
Hamburg, had escaped to her daughter’s house before the fire reached her 
own. He was moved to learn that the 71-year-old woman had insisted on going 
back to the house in order to save some manuscripts and papers of his. His 
sister Lottchen, offering to go in her place, arrived at the abandoned house to 
find two looters ransacking it amidst flying sparks and gusts of smoke. She 
grabbed the box with Heine’s papers and ran out of the door, but her clothes 
caught fire and she fainted. When she recovered, the house was a smoking ruin 
and the box was gone. 

It was during the ‘great fire’ that Heine’s Uncle Salomon — whose own town 
house was blown up by Prussian army sappers in an attempt to contain the fire 
— showed his public spirit. With more than one insurance company going bank- 
rupt and Hamburg’s banks refusing to discount bills of exchange, he not only 
waived his insurance claims but was the only banker to discount bills at an 
uninflated rate, thus maintaining the city’s credit and preventing speculators 
from exploiting the disaster. Further, he organized a low-interest loan of 32 
million marks — subscribing a quarter of it himself — and in other ways helped 
uninsured small businessmen and the homeless. 

In Paris Heine would later joke about Hamburg’s firemen and write that 
when the souls of the victims arrived in heaven and were asked about the fate of 
the city’s famous fire brigade they replied: ‘It survived intact, minus its glory.’ 
The premises of his Hamburg publisher, Julius Campe, had been destroyed, 
whereupon Prussia, to show its concern for the stricken city to which it had 
sent military and other relief, lifted the ban imposed on the firm’s books. 
Heine’s works, however, did not benefit from the relaxation, and he could only 
fume at their remaining verboten in Prussia and most other German states. 
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But life for him, too, went on and he continued to watch the ‘destructive’ 
course of events in France. On 29 July, shortly before Guizot was to scatter the 
opposition in the Regency vote, he informed the Augsburg Allgemeine Zeitung 
that what kept the July Monarchy alive was not so much fear of a republic as the 
‘instinctive fear of Communism... of the rule of His Majesty King Rat, the 
thousand-headed hydra who would soon come to power... instituting a new, 
unheard-of proletarian regime, complete with all the tenets of collective owner- 
ship.’"+ 

Besides his articles for the Augsburg paper, he was supplying Laube’s 
Journal for the Elegant World with some of his Neue Gedichte and working on 
what he described as ‘a little humorous epic’, Atta Troll, A Midsummer Night's 
Dream. Conceived during his month-long vacation in the autumn of 1841 at 
Cauterets, Atta Troll — to become his longest poem so far, running to some 
2,000 lines — has for its eponymous hero a performing bear such as Heine might 
have seen dancing in the piazza of that town in the Pyrenees on the French- 
Spanish border. Breaking loose from his chains, Atta Troll flees across the 
mountains to the valley of Roncesvalles in Navarre, the valley where Roland, 
the legendary hero of the medieval Chanson de Roland, blew his horn and with 
his mighty sword Durandal tried to stop the Saracen onslaught on Charle- 
magne’s Frankish troops. 

There, united with his cubs in the hidden mountain cavern where he was 
born, Atta Troll, no ordinary bear, but a politically committed ‘bear with a 
cause’, serves Heine to poke fun at Germany’s political poets, or Tendenz- 
dichter — all 4 of them, Herwegh, Dingelstedt, Freiligrath and Hoffmann von 
Fallersleben — who, taking up the pose of tribunes in the radical fashion of the 
day, turned serious political issues into ‘rhymed newspaper articles’. 

In June Heine had addressed an ironic salute to one of the four Tenden- 
zdichter. His poem ‘On Dingelstedt’s Arrival in Paris’ — first suppressed in 
Leipzig under another title — was published by the Rheinische Zeitung. It was 
Heine’s first contribution to that paper. As he suspected, Dingelstedt was in- 
deed a shallow radical who later became a conservative Court councillor. He 
also rightly detected the nationalist streak in Hoffmann von Fallersleben, one of 
whose songs, beginning with the line ‘Deutschland, Deutschland über Alles’ — 
banned in 1841, and partly responsible for Hoffmann’s dismissal from Breslau 
University in the same purge which removed Bruno Bauer — was eventually to 
be adopted as the German national anthem, ironically enough during the 
Weimar Republic. 

Heine was not against writing political verse; he only ridiculed poets who 
lacked talent and that grasp of ‘the great progressive ideas of mankind? instinc- 
tive to the true poet. Atta Troll was in fact a political work, in the sense that 
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Heine satirized every grotesque aspect of what passed for politics in Germany 
from the superior vantage point of the ‘independent’ sovereign artist he 
claimed for himself. Through the voice of Atta Troll, he declared that he would 
‘Always fight with loyal ardour / For Mankind and for the sacred / Rights of 
Man that we are born to’. But Atta Troll, the bear who belongs to ‘the upper 
class of beastdom’, also informs his cubs that below them, ‘In the darkling 
social spheres of woe and anguish / In the beast world’s lower strata / Want and 
pride and hate are breeding’ anger and dangerous doctrines. 

Next, standing with his son beside him on his favoured cliff — the Blood 
Stone where the Druids ‘in the age of superstition slaughtered human sacri- 
fices’ — the bear howls down into the gully words that reflect Heine’s increasing 
preoccupation with the social problem. His message is that the ‘more enlight- 
ened’ men of his day no longer killed each other out of religious zeal, but out of 
sheer self-seeking egoism. 

Through the figure of Atta Troll, Heine could attack not only ‘the plebisci- 
tary decrees of the orators of the day’, but everything he detested in Germany: 
philistinism, national prejudice, the preponderant role of religion (‘In the 
starry tent above us / Ruling all the world, majestic / Sits a polar bear, a titan’) 
as well as its opposite pole, atheism. If there was some ambiguity about his 
stance between these and other extremes he dealt with, the reason was, first, 
that he was a contradictory character; secondly, Atta Troll was written at a time 
when, as Heine put it, ‘the big riot whipped up by my enemies of every com- 
plexion’ against his book on Ludwig Borne had not yet died down. Indeed, at 
the beginning of July 1842, young Engels, in an article published in Arnold 
Ruge’s German Yearbooks, was accusing him of nothing less than apostasy. 
Engels did not know that Heine was about to adopt a more radical course. By 
November, shortly after Marx took over the Rheinische Zeitung, Heine was to 
write to his friend Laube that they ‘must not hide our political sympathies and 
social antipathies... We must harmonize our efforts with those of the [afore- 
named] Yearbooks and the Rheinische Zeitung.’"5 

Atta Troll not only marked Heine’s return to political writing but also, as he 

was later to comment in a Preface, the end of ‘the thousand-year sway of 
Romanticism. I myself was its last abdicated King of Fable.’ Completed in Oct- 
ober 1842, the first version of his self-styled ‘swan-song of the dying age’ was 
to be serialized in 10 installments at the beginning of 1843 in Laube’s Journal 
Sor the Elegant World in Leipzig. In its final Canto (27), addressed to Varnhagen, 
Heine refers to the ‘wild din of battle’ raised by the Tendenzdichter, and 
observes that Romanticism no longer suits the realities, the mood or the prob- 
lems of the strident modern world: ‘Other times, and other birds! / Other 
birds, and other songs.’ 
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It now remained to be seen how far Heine would go in his new radical phase 
while maintaining both the sovereign ‘rights of the spirit’ — i.e., of poetry and, 
it goes without saying, of genius — and what was sure to be an individual stand. 
Published in book form in 1847, Atta Troll, with its mix of legend, fact and 
invention, was to become one of Heine’s best-known works. While his supple 
verse forms made his best American biographer in 1979 think of Longfellow’s 
Hiawatha, a more recent British biographer has found ‘the nearest equivalent 
(apart from rhymelessness) in Byron’s Don Juan.’ 


For the Christmas break of 1841, after registering for the university winter 
semester, Michael Bakunin had returned to Dresden to be with his elder sister 
Varvara and his brother Paul, who had chosen to stay on in the Saxon capital. 
There was some tension among them, for Varvara seemed to be giving in to her 
parents’ pressure to return to her husband in Russia. Tearing up a letter she 
meant to send him and drafting another for her to sign, Michael had boasted of 
his power to change Varvara’s mind in this terse report to sister Tatyana at Pre- 
mukhino: ‘You remember how she would rebel and listen to nobody and do 
everything on her own —and then give way. So it was now.’'7 

But Varvara had only reluctantly given in. Dyakov had been quite decent in 
letting her stay abroad with his son for more than three years, and Varvara felt 
guilty for depriving the boy of his father and vice-versa. Besides, she had had 
about enough of Michael’s continual harping on her ‘crime’ in having married 
the ‘animal’ Dyakov in the first place. But Michael would not let her go home 
before he negotiated an arrangement ensuring that Dyakov would keep his 
hands off her. As Turgenev was about to leave for Russia — and ready to visit 
Premukhino — Michael had given him ‘full powers’ to set these negotiations 
going through his brother Nicholas Bakunin. 

. And so, shortly before the Christmas which Michael spent with ‘half my 
family’ in Dresden, Turgenev was meeting his sister Tatyana at Torzhok. It was 
not their first meeting, for earlier in December Turgenev had spent a week at 
Premukhino. And there Michael’s ‘dear, wise, beautiful’ Tatyana — object of his 
forbidden love and inordinate jealousy — had desperately, hopelessly fallen in 
love with him. By the end of that December week, the budding writer had 
become the focus of all the emotions previously absorbed by her precious, ide- 
alized Michael. 

Turgenev, however, did not return Tatyana’s feelings. Living in fear of his 
cold, vindictive mother, he had always sought and found affection among her 
house-serfs. Tatyana’s very intensity may have frightened him, and although he 
remained in Russia — and was to see her again in Moscow in the spring of 1842 — 
he preferred to have a non-committal affair with a seamstress. Tatyana, who 
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worshipped Turgenev as she had once worshipped Michael’s other friend, 
Belinsky, withdrew within herself and never recovered from this second rebuff. 

As for Varvara, who had agreed to postpone her return to Russia, she was 
impatient at Michael’s negotiations, which were sure to be long-drawn-out. 
Although Dyakov had soon agreed to renounce all physical contact with his 
wife, demanding only ‘rare’ visiting rights to their son, the difficulties of winter 
travel were to keep Varvara marooned in Dresden until the summer. 

After Bakunin returned to the bachelor flat he had rented close to Berlin 
University, he may not have devoted some of the spring, as he had announced 
he would, to boning up on Schelling, on Fichte and Hegel’s logic. Unlike Tur- 
genev, who was later to say that after thrashing about in the ‘German ocean’ of 
philosophy he ‘emerged from its waves’ more of a Russian ‘Westernizer’ than a 
real philosopher, Bakunin at the time seriously meant to explore that ‘ocean’ 
further. Although he had been disappointed by Schelling’s inaugural lecture, 
finding it ‘insignificant’, he is known to have met the ‘philosopher of revelation’ 
in person. But without Russian company to stimulate him, and further plagued 
at intervals by an abscess and toothache which robbed him of sleep, he missed 
his sisters and in letters to Premukhino expatiated on his solitude, as he had 
done while a soldier in an isolated garrison 6 or 7 years earlier. He seems to have 
distracted himself as best he could by reading Shakespeare, but little is known 
of the courses he actually took before he obtained his diploma. 

Some time during the spring, he became acquainted with the Left-Hegelian 
literature whose impact on him is reflected in the clever rhetorical use to which 
he put it in the essay that was to make his fame. This essay, titled The Reaction 
in Germany and to be published in the autumn of 1842, was directed, as implied 
by its title, against what he called ‘the Reactionary party... now ruling every- 
where’. Whereas much of the text was devoted to the conflict between the ‘Pos- 
itivist’ upholders of the existing order and the Democratic ‘Negativists’ who 
professed the principle of revolution, Bakunin distinguished between two 
major divisions within the Reactionary party: 


To the one belong the pure consistent Reactionaries, and to the other 
the inconsistent, compromising Reactionaries. The first... feel that 
the positive and the negative get along no more than fire and water... 
[They] have the practical energy of their convictions and speak in 
clear words... With the Compromisers, however, it is a curious mat- 
ter. They are wily; oh, they are clever and wise!... The Compromis- 
ers want nothing else but to stifle the only vital principle of our age... 
They say to the Positivists: ‘Hang on to the old, but permit the Neg- 
ativists at the same time to resolve it gradually.’ And to the Nega- 
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tivists: ‘Destroy the old, but not all at once and completely, so that 
you will always have something to do... Leave us, the elect, the plea- 
sure of completing totality for ourselves.’'® 


It was against these hypocritical, ‘immoral’ Compromisers that Bakunin dir- 
ected his sharpest barbs and chief assault. Declaring that the spirit of revolu- 
tion which had ‘convulsed the whole world to its foundations’ in 1789 was not 
dead, he informed them that ‘right now it is burrowing — if I may avail myself 
of this expression of Hegel’s — like a mole under the earth.’ It was in this 
passage that Bakunin expressly referred, italicizing the names, to the works of 
Strauss, Feuerbach and Bruno Bauer. In a reference to the Left-Hegelian litera- 
ture flooding Germany, he upbraided the Compromisers: 


Are you blind and deaf and have you no eyes nor ears for what goes 
on around you?... You speak of resolution, of reconciliation! Just 
look around you and tell me what has remained alive of the old 
Catholic and Protestant world. You speak of the subjugation of the 
Negative principle! Have you read nothing of Strauss, Feuerbach 
and Bruno Bauer, and do you not know that their works are in every- 
one’s hands? Do you not see that the whole of German literature, 
books, brochures, newspapers, indeed, the works of the Positivists 
themselves, are unwittingly and unwillingly permeated by this nega- 
tive Spirit? And you call this reconciliation and peace!'? 


The overall theme of Bakunin’s essay was that the struggle for ‘the realization of 
freedom’ had become the foremost issue of the age, heading ‘the agenda of 
history’. And the quintessence of his thesis was that the ‘contradiction’ and 
unremitting conflict between reaction and democracy could only be solved by the 
revolutionary application of the principle of ‘negation’, leading in practice to the 
total destruction of everything positive. There could be no compromise between 
the forces of the past and those of the future. Although the essay was couched in 
the jargon of Hegelian dialectics, Bakunin achieved a shortcut to revolution by 
simply leaving out Hegel’s ‘reconciliation’ between thesis and anti-thesis. 

Not only that, but in the revolutionary process of destroying everything pos- 
itive the ‘party of negation’ — that is, democracy itself — must be destroyed. For 
at this stage ‘Democracy does not yet exist independently’ and lacks ‘an affir- 
mative consciousness’ of its true historic role as the instrument of an unprece- 
dented universal transformation. Only when it has ceased to be a mere negation 
and completed ‘the annihilation of the present political and social world’ will 
democracy be reborn as ‘a life-giving revelation’, capable of starting a new 
phase of history and building a new world on the ruins of the old. 
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‘Contradictions, bloody contradictions’, the basic law governing all reality 
and lending ‘meaning’ to life, first appeared in Bakunin’s correspondence in late 
autumn 1841, after he had read the abbé de Lamennais’s Politique à l’usage du 
peuple. In Lamennais, too, he had discovered that religion represented a more 
powerful political weapon than abstract philosophical ‘criticism’. Abstract 
thought, he had written in a letter before the end of 1841, could negate the past, 
but it could not build a new reality. It will be remembered that in 1841 Moses 
Hess had stated in The European Triarchy that just as our concept of a tree does 
not enable us to create a tree, so Hegelian philosophy is incapable of producing 
a single historic deed.”° 

Whether or not Bakunin had already read Hess’s book, he wrote to Varvara 
and Paul on 27 October that a new world could be built only by someone 
expressing a simple ‘universal, practical and vital principle of a new religion, a 
new life, a new reality.’””’ As Hess’s approach was Spinozist and ethical, it was 
most likely that Bakunin’s model at this stage was Lamennais, whom he 
described as an example of ‘authentic apostolicism’ animated by ‘simple love 
and profound unwavering faith in the future of humanity’,”” and whose reli- 
gious inspiration spoke to the heart of the founder and ‘high priest’ of the ‘holy 
commune’ at Premukhino. 

The difference between then and now was that Bakunin’s new religion would 
be ‘political and social struggle’ on a universal scale. In his essay he would 
present freedom as ‘the one true expression of justice and love’ and call for 
combined political and religious action. His own tone was nothing if not apos- 
tolic: ‘For us alone, who are called the enemies of the Christian religion, for us 
alone is it reserved, and even made the highest duty even in the most ardent of 
fights, really to exercise love, this highest commandment of Christ and this only 
way of true Christianity.’?3 

At the end of the winter semester 1842, Bakunin left Berlin again and moved 
to Dresden. Whatever Young Hegelian ‘books, brochures, newspapers’ he had 
read in Berlin during the spring, it was in Dresden, with Arnold Ruge for his 
guide, that he became more closely acquainted with the discussions going on 
among the radical Hegelian Left. The universal ‘catastrophe’ which Bauer kept 
predicting, far from frightening Bakunin, was grist to his mill. But whereas 
Bauer’s apocalypse was the result of an extremist interpretation of Hegel — he 
claimed that Hegel’s teaching ultimately and logically led to ‘atheism, revolu- 
tion, and republicanism’ — Bakunin was to undo the rational foundation of 

Hegel’s philosophy, and ultimately to do away with philosophy altogether, all by 

means of dialectically applying Hegel’s concept of negation to philosophy itself. 
Bakunin called Hegel ‘unconditionally the greatest philosopher’ of the age 

for having made ‘contradiction’ the keynote of existence. Hegel had reached the 
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‘highest summit of modern, theoretical’ thinking. In the process he had 
‘already gone above theory — granted that at the same time he still remained 
within theory ~ and postulated the new practical world.’ But this new world, 
Bakunin went on, would by no means be completed ‘through theories already 
worked out, but only through an original act of the autonomous spirit.’ 

Bakunin’s autonomous act was to take Hegel’s concept that every organism 
‘carries negation within itself as an immanent condition necessary to its vital- 
ity’ — but only until ‘the Negative is transformed into an independent principle’ 
— and to hang on it the conclusion that, from that moment on, the original 
organism is dead and ceases to exist. Arguing ‘logically’ that the Positive plays a 
paradoxical double role — combining restful, apathetic self-sufficiency with 
simultaneous exclusion of the Negative — he wrote that ‘this activity of exclu- 
sion is a motion and so the Positive, just because of its positivity, is in itself no 
longer the Positive, but the Negative; in that it excludes the Negative from 
itself, it excludes itself from itself and drives itself to destruction.’*+ 

If there was a hint in this that ‘real philosophy ought to negate philosophy,’?5 
Bakunin did not express that in so many words. Rather, for ‘historical corrobo- 
ration’ of his theory, he cited Protestantism as one of the negations long inher- 
ent in the Catholic world, which had considered it a ‘heresy’ until Luther, 
rejecting all advice for moderation, nailed his theses to the door of his church. 
And with the mystic-religious element still strong in him, Bakunin went back to 
Revelation and quoted ‘what the author of the Apocalypse said to the Compro- 
misers’ of his own day: ‘I know thy works, that thou art neither cold nor hot: I 
would thou wert cold or hot. But because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold 
nor hot, I will begin to spue thee out of my mouth, 26 

Bakunin did not vent his fury either at the ‘weak’ party of ‘democrats’ or at 
the out-and-out reactionaries in power, but at that section of the latter whom he 
called Compromisers, who were holding up his own apocalypse because they 
sought moderate reforms where only total destruction would do. 

In August, some weeks before his Reaction in Germany was to appear in 
print, Bakunin was reunited in Dresden with Turgenev, back from his pro- 
longed stay in Russia. It was a joyful reunion, but also a parting of the ways. 
Both of them had changed. If they had something in common it was that each, 
for different reasons, was about to give up philosophy — Turgenev, after meeting 
Belinsky in St Petersburg in 1843, in order to begin writing poetry and prose 
and to devote himself entirely to literature; and Bakunin, because by August he 
had reached the conclusion that philosophy and theoretical speculation were a 
German ‘disease’ which led politically nowhere. 

In 1843, Turgenev was to meet and fall in love with the singer Pauline 
Viardot-Garcia during her debut in St Petersburg. Although he had a daughter 
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by his mother’s seamstress-serf, he was to follow Pauline and her husband like a 
slave wherever they went during her international operatic career. Whether or 
not they had a sexual relationship has not been established. He and the husband 
were good friends, and he appears to have been devoted to the Viardots as a kind 
of surrogate family. 

As for Bakunin, he had long maintained in Russia that studying philosophy 
and getting a degree in Berlin would open the way to a professorship at Moscow 
University and enable him to settle down to a respectable career. He had once 
called philosophy his ‘wife’, but had now reached the point of abandoning her 
in favour of a new mistress, revolution and ‘deeds’. 

In his famous ‘Confession to Tsar Nicholas F, sent from prison in 1851, 
Bakunin was to explain why, after filling his head with the most empty abstrac- 


tions, he became convinced in 1842 of 


the triviality of all metaphysical writings. I sought life in them, but 
found merely death and boredom; I sought deeds, but found absolute 
inaction... ] understood at last that life, love and action can be 
grasped only through plunging into life, love and action. I finally 
renounced transcendental science — for all theory is grey — and threw 
myself headlong into practical affairs.?7 


Bakunin could change theories, but he could not, as Belinsky observed, change 
his nature. Philosophy and Hegel had served their purpose, and could be dis- 
carded in favour of what Bakunin was to call his 


love for the fantastic, for unusual, unheard-of adventures, for under- 
takings that open up a boundless horizon and whose end no one can 
foresee... I should have been born somewhere in a forest in America, 
among the western colonists... where all life is a ceaseless struggle 
against wild men, against wild nature, and not in an ordered civil 
society. Also, had fate wished to make me a sailor from my youth, I 
would even now probably be a very respectable man... But fate did 
not will either the one or the other..-8 


The ‘Confession’ is a long document, mixing possibly sincere sentiments whose 
truth cannot be verified with passages written in a tone of obeisance and contri- 
tion which is jarring when coming from so determined a rebel, even if the tone 
were feigned. The self-styled adventurer with ‘a love for the fantastic’ and a 
ceaseless ‘need for movement and activity’ fits the public image of Bakunin, but 
there is no way of telling how much of the ‘Confession’ represents the real man. 
Arthur Mendel devoted much of his 1981 biography to demonstrating that 
throughout his life Bakunin turned the world into a stage on which he acted out 
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his fantasies of power in order to disguise his most intimate problem and to 
make it possible for him to live with his sexual inadequacy. In ‘The Reaction in 
Germany’, in Mendel’s view, he assumed ‘a new, violently activist posture to 
hide his essential fear and passivity.’ Referring to Bakunin’s use of such expres- 


sions as ‘loving surrender’, not to mention the ambivalent ‘ruthless surrender’, 
Mendel observed that 


it is at least highly unusual for an heroic, ‘violent’ revolutionary out 
to destroy the existing order of things to speak repeatedly of ‘loving 
surrender’ to the Spirit ‘in order to consume it,’ being ‘permeated by 
it in order to reveal the revolution’s ‘pregnant nature’ and be ‘born 
anew’.79 


As mentioned earlier, Bakunin abolished the phase of ‘reconciliation’ in Hegel’s 
dialectic of thesis, antithesis and synthesis. By having the ‘antithesis’ simply 
destroy the ‘thesis’, he was able to maintain that withdrawal and detachment 
from society which, in Mendel’s view, had always been ‘the ground of his 
being’; but whereas they had previously been a source of shame, they now 
became — thanks to ‘the gift of the dialectic’ — one of pride. ‘By allying himself 
with the revolutionized Absolute as it prepared the cataclysmic birthpangs of 
the new world... and by adopting a rhetoric of boundless violence appropriate 
to this imminent apocalyptic transmutation’, Bakunin not only gained ‘an 
invaluable illusion of promethean virility’, but could feel himself ‘virtually’ 
omnipotent. There was no change from the earlier Bakunin, who at Pre- 
mukhino had tried to prove to himself and others ‘how powerfully he could 
suffer and passively, masochistically endure... With the help of “left” Hegelian 
dialectics [he] constructed a world view that adequately met his need to be vio- 
lently passive.’3° 

Aileen Kelly in 1982, likewise stressing that there was ‘no break, no decisive 
turn from the inner to the outer world, or from philosophy to action,’ has called 
Bakunin’s embarking on a revolutionary career in The Reaction in Germany a 
coup de théâtre ‘which continues to mystify his biographers’, but chiefly, in her 
view, because of its seeming unexpectedness. ‘After 1842 as before’, Bakunin 
sought to achieve wholeness through a mystically conceived mission, ‘a subli- 
mation at one and the same time of his need for self-assertion and of his 
longing to identify with a meaningful collective entity... The difference was that 
henceforth he would seek to realize his fantasy through the transformation of 
the external world.’3! 

Bakunin’s move from the Hegelian ‘Right’ to its ‘Left’ and beyond — begun 
in the winter of 1841-42, when ‘bloody contradictions’ had first entered the 
vocabulary of his letters to Premukhino, along with talk of his beginning 
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‘rebirth’ and advice to members of his original ‘commune’ to abandon the ‘the- 
oretical pseudo-wisdom’ which he had himself preached to them — was com- 
pleted by the time The Reaction in Germany appeared. Shortly afterwards he 
wrote to his siblings: ‘I do not want happiness — nor do I think of happiness. 
Deeds, deeds — expansive sacred deeds — this is what I want. A broad field 
stands before me. Mine will not be a trivial destiny.’3? 

Throughout this period, Bakunin went through a substantial crisis. It was as 
if the old, emotionally weak Bakunin in him was ceaselessly rising to interfere 
with his striving to tear himself away from the ‘world of illusions’, to confront 
‘reality in all its wretched nakedness’ and to develop an image and a theory 
centred on ‘manliness and deeds’. At the beginning of this process, in January 
1842, he remarked to Tatyana that an ordinary life was not worth living: ‘Better 
one moment of real life than a series of years lived in moribund illusion.’ Yet 
the Bakunin who left Berlin University at 28 and settled down in Dresden to 
embrace the world and work in earnest on the revolutionary plan of salvation he 
was to offer it in the closely printed pages of his Reaction in Germany was well 
aware of his fundamental coldness and alienation from the world. He wrote to 
Alexandra Beyer on 7 April, 


My heart, in spite of the passion languishing within it, is surrounded 
by a thick husk of ice that repels even those who may wish to become 
close to me, and very few people are able to break through it... I know 
that there is in me something repulsive and that it is very difficult to 
love me.33 


In June, as though to confirm his words, his elder sister Varvara caused him a 
discomfiture which, if not the worst of his life, took him by surprise. She who 
‘would rebel... and then give way’ — had at last freed herself of his tutelage and 
slipped away with her son to Russia and her husband without so much as a 
goodbye. A contrite Bakunin wrote her a letter half-apologizing for having been 
‘sharp’ with her and hurt her feelings: ‘But, believe me, Varvara, it hurt me so 
much too, and I repented every time so sincerely and so bitterly, that you ought 
to forgive me... I tried to do by force things which cannot be done by force. It 
was childish, I admit, and I swear to you that I will never do it again.’34 

That Turgenev or anyone had replaced him in Tatyana’s heart, whose love 
was his life-line to Premukhino, Bakunin did not know even after Turgenev’s 
return in August. Curiously, however, before the end of the summer he felt a 
compelling need to remind Tatyana of their special bond: 


Yes, Tatyana, you are mine, and I am yours, before all the others. I 
have long known this, but it has been a long time, a very long time 
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since 1 have felt it as keenly as I do now... Continue to write to me, 
friend, help me to come out of myself and to speak with you, and you 
will then see how strong, how constant, and how impassioned is my 
love for you.35 


But Tatyana now worshipped Turgenev from afar and did not reply to 
Michael’s effusion or to another impassioned letter he sent her. Nor were his 
relations with Turgenev what they had been before. During the months he 
spent in Moscow, Turgenev had taken a low-ranking post in the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs, only to quit it as soon as he became fed up with the bureau- 
cracy. This, and his decision to go abroad again, so infuriated his tyrannical 
mother that she cut off his allowance. Turgenev was thus no longer in a position 
to lend Bakunin money and bail him out of debt, as he had often done before. 
Bakunin still had his younger brother Paul for company in Dresden, but Paul, 
too, having lost interest in German philosophy and politics, ceased to be his 
eager disciple. 

Even as he worked through the summer at the heroic revolutionary persona 
which was to appear in his essay, Bakunin all the more acutely felt the disinte- 
gration of his devoted ‘commune’ at Premukhino and the loss of that mutual 
bond of love with his flock of siblings which was to him ‘not a shadow, not a 
dream’, but ‘our guardian angel’, the sole source and sustenance of ‘our faith... 


of all that is holy and vital in us.’ 


And the same Bakunin who, after the publi- 
cation of his essay, boasted of ‘a broad field’ of action and deeds opening before 
him, subsequently filled his letters to Premukhino with a crescendo of gloomy 
passages denoting his terrible old feelings of loneliness, isolation and stoic 
suffering upon his entry into a new ‘wasteland’. 

Mendel has quoted all his expressions of anguish and fear in support of his 
thesis. But as in the case of Marx, it is important to remember that no one in 
1842 and for decades later read Bakunin’s private correspondence except for its 
addressees, and sometimes the censors who intercepted it.37 His unheroic 
moments and the whole psychodrama which led him to reach out through his 
‘husk of ice’ to the rest of the world — if only to transform it according to his 
fantasy and inner needs — were largely unknown in the 19th century and did not 
diminish the effect of his essay when it appeared, with its author posing as ‘a 
Frenchman’ by the name of Jules Elysard. 

The Reaction in Germany, with its thrilling phrases, gave a foretaste of the 
Jater Bakunin, the spellbinding orator whose rhetoric, according to a contempo- 
rary, would mesmerize listeners to the point where, no matter what he said, 
they would have ‘cheerfully cut each other’s throats if he had asked them.’ Pub- 
lished anonymously in Ruge’s learned German Yearbooks for Science and Art, 
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Bakunin’s essay came at a time when the Hegelian Left, endlessly discussing 
the explosive force in Hegel, spoke in a dozen voices of a ‘philosophy of action’, 
but even its best minds had no idea how to launch one in practice. Bakunin, 
dialectically proclaiming the destructive urge to be a creative one, showed them 
how to start Hegel’s ‘diesel engine’ going as though by magic. 

Still, this alone, sensational as it was, would not have done the trick had he 
not coupled the mystic fervour which he substituted for Hegel’s reason with a 
message touching upon the rapidly developing 19th-century social problem. 
Taking up the cause of the disinherited, ‘the poor class’ constituting the major- 
ity of human beings, Bakunin wrote in his peroration: 


This class whose rights have already been recognized in theory... is 
everywhere assuming a menacing attitude and is beginning to count 
the ranks of its enemy... and to demand the actualization of the rights 


already conceded to it by everyone. 


All peoples and all men are filled with a kind of premonition, and 
everyone... faces with shuddering expectation the approaching fut- 
ure which will speak out the redeeming word. Even in Russia, in this 
endless and snow-covered kingdom which we know so little and 
which perhaps a great future awaits, even in Russia dark clouds are 
gathering, heralding storm. Oh, the air is sultry and filled with light- 


ning. 


Therefore we call to our deluded brothers, repent, repent, the king- 
dom of God is at hand! 


After invoking the ‘eternal Spirit, this old mole’ which had completed ‘its 
underground work’ — especially in England and France, where societies ‘wholly 
alien to the present political world’ were arising from ‘new sources quite 
unknown to us’ — the essay ended with a sentence, ‘The passion for destruction 
is also a creative passion’,3° which summarized the pent-up, now released mot- 
ive force animating the old/new Bakunin in his future career as an international 


rebel. 
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A Red October Scatters the Budding Doctors of Revolution 


As though guided by a secret hand, developments both expected and unfore- 
seen came to a head in October 1842. On the 8th, Friedrich Engels was dis- 
charged from his military service as a ‘one-year-volunteer’. A few days later, the 
22-year-old youth left for Cologne and walked into the offices of the Rheinische 
Zeitung in the Schildergasse, where he was received by Moses Hess. 

Engels, who had already contributed several articles to the paper, was to leave 
the following month for Manchester, and Hess invited him to send reports on 
the social conditions in England. The British Parliament’s rejection of the 
Chartist Petition and the ensuing workers’ riots had convinced Hess —as he had 
stated during the summer in an article on ‘The Approaching Catastrophe in 
England’ — that revolution there was more imminent than expected, for the 
simple reason that there was no political solution to the problem of social 
misery. Young Engels fully shared this view and the two parted on friendly 
terms, not before Hess convinced Engels that Left-Hegelianism, pursued to its 
logical conclusion, led to Communism. 

“We discussed the burning topics of the day,’ Hess wrote about this talk with 
Engels, ‘and he, a first-year revolutionary, left me as a zealous Communist.”! 

On 15 October Karl Marx arrived in Cologne and moved into the editor’s 
chair of the Rheinische Zeitung. Engels had missed him by a few days, but was to 
see him on a return visit before his departure for England. Oddly enough, the 
two young men whose historic partnership was to influence the world for the 
next century and a half did not hit it off at their first meeting. Marx had heard 
that Engels belonged to the rowdy Die Freien in Berlin, and therefore coolly dis- 
missed him. 

Ironically, the Prussian authorities had indirectly helped Marx into the edi- 
tor’s seat by pressing the owners to fire the incumbent Rutenberg because of his 
connections with Die Freien and his past record as a Burschenschaft student agi- 
tator. But it was most likely the letter sent by Marx on 25 August, while he was 
still in Bonn, to Dagobert Oppenheim which secured him the editor’s post. He 
suggested that under Rutenberg the paper was being run by its contributors 
rather than by its editor. Referring to an article submitted by Bruno Bauer’s 
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brother Edgar, the leader of Die Freien, Marx warned that so outspoken a tirade 
‘against the foundations of the present state system’ might lead to harsher cen- 
sorship measures ‘and even the suppression of the newspaper’. Such ‘comfort- 
able armchair abstractions’, he noted, were already arousing the resentment of 
most liberals engaged in ‘the laborious task of winning freedom step by step, 
within the constitutional framework.’ In a brief editorial policy statement that 
could not but please the board, he then wrote: 


I consider it essential that the Rheinische Zeitung should not be 
guided by its contributors, but that on the contrary it should guide 
them. [Edgar Bauer’s article] affords the best opportunity for indi- 
cating a definite plan of operations to the contributors. A single 
author cannot have a view of the whole in the way the newspaper 


can.” 


Besides his incisive intellect, his polemical bent and philosopher’s reasoning 
faculties, this is indeed what Marx brought to the Rheinische Zeitung: leader- 
ship, a firm hand, a radical but circumspect editorial policy and an extraordi- 
nary ability to see ‘the whole’ of a situation. Social or indeed any kind of 
revolution was far from his mind, and not for a moment did he at the time con- 
template anything in any way subversive against the ‘great organism’ of the 
state within which political freedom was to be achieved. 

Sooner or later he would inevitably have had to confront the idea of ‘Com- 
munism’, a loose term to whose increasing circulation among the workers of 
Paris Heine kept drawing attention. In June 1842 Wilhelm Weitling had pub- 
lished an anonymous tract in Switzerland addressed to and titled The Young 
Generation. In it the runaway leader of the banned Paris League of the Just pre- 
sented Communism as a ‘scientific form of government’ and called for the over- 
throw of the representative system. More recently, Fourier’s disciples had held 
a congress at Strasbourg to discuss the master’s ideas. In October, while Baku- 
nin’s Reaction in Germany, A Fragment by a Frenchman (to give it its full title) 
was making a splash in intellectual circles, the attention of these circles was 
caught by a volume published in Leipzig, Socialism and Communism in Present- 
Day France3 

Its author was Lorenz von Stein, a Silesian-born student who had been sent 
to Paris on a Prussian government stipend to investigate the extent to which the 
German workers there had been infected by subversive French ideas. Dutifully 
fulfilling his role as a stool-pigeon, Stein sent his report to Prussia’s Minister of 
Police, Rochus von Rochow. But, having academic ambitions, he expanded it 
into a thorough study of the various social theories and revolutionary move- 


ments in France. 
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In another ironic touch, although Stein condemned both the Socialist and 
Communist philosophies current in France, his volume had the effect of 
acquainting the German public with ideas of which, as Karl Griin, the editor of 
Mannheim’s radical Abendzettung, was to observe, ‘hardly ten people in 
Germany had heard or thought of’ at the time.* 

During the same month the poet Georg Herwegh, coming from Switzer- 
land, capped his meteoric rise as the idol of Germany’s radical youth with a tri- 
umphal tour of Germany. The author of Poems of a Living Man and an army 
deserter, he was feted by Germany’s ‘democratic’ circles not merely like a 
prodigal son or homecoming hero, but a Jong-expected saviour. Banquets were 
to be staged in his honour in Leipzig; students serenaded him in Jena; in 
Dresden there was Arnold Ruge’s circle, including Bakunin, to pay homage to 
him; in Berlin Die Freien were eager to acclaim him; and in Königsberg, Jacoby 
of the famous Four Questions and his friends were waiting for him. 

The practical purpose of Herwegh’s triumphal tour was to turn Der deutsche 
Bote aus der Schweiz (‘The German Messenger from Switzerland’) — a small 
review published by his patron in Zurich, Julius Fröbel — into a political 
monthly to be circulated in Germany, and to enlist prominent contributors to it. 
The excitement of Germany’s assorted liberals, democrats and radicals was 
heightened by the fact that Herwegh’s itinerary seemed designed to unite the 
liberal groups in the Rhineland, in Berlin and in East Prussia for the first time 
into something like a national opposition. 

Midway through Herwegh’s three-months tour, the King of Prussia himself, 
as though to crown the extraordinary public homage to him, made known his 
wish to meet ‘the iron lark of revolution’ in person. 

It was against the background of these developments and the ultimately dis- 
astrous consequences of Herwegh’s ‘audience’ with the erratic King that Marx 
began in mid-October what he had presciently called ‘the fight for the Rheinis- 
che Zeitung’. 


The only hint that Marx would one day make the ‘Communist’ idea his own 
was perhaps Hess’s early observation that this young man had it in him to 
administer ‘the death-blow to medieval religion and politics.’ And ironically, in 
his very first editorial, which appeared on 16 October 1842, the day after he 
took over, he had to rebut charges that the Rheinische Zeitung had Communist 
tendencies. 

On 29 September Hess had published an article, ‘Government According to 
the Communist Principle’, which dealt with Weitling’s claim that Communism 
was a scientific form of government under which the leaders of every branch of 
life would be chosen according to their ability. Weitling’s call for the abolition of 
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the representative system did not shock Hess because that system favoured the 
bourgeois section of society and was otherwise a sham: without bread and edu- 
cation, Hess had remarked in April, the common people were in no position to 
discuss state affairs and take part in public life. And some of Weitling’s ideas 
struck him as original because prevailing social disorganization cried out for 
reform. 

In addition to that, on 30 September Hess had reproduced a report on hous- 
ing conditions in Berlin which had appeared in Weitling’s Young Generation. 
The report described a block of 5 tenement buildings in which some 3,000 
people lived in crowded misery in 400 units, with more than one family 
squeezed in what were mostly one-room flats. 

These items, and another report on the lectures delivered at the Fourierist 
congress in Strasbourg, had prompted the Augsburg Allgemeine Zeitung to 
charge the Rheinische Zeitung with entertaining Communist sympathies. In his 
rebuttal, ‘Communism and the Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung’, Marx ridiculed 
the rival paper for concentrating on ‘the meals of the Strasbourg scholars’ while 
ignoring the substance of the proceedings at their congress. He then wrote: 


The passage under attack runs as follows: “Today the middle class is 
in the same position as the nobility in 1789; then the middle class laid 
claim to the privileges of the nobility and obtained them, today the 
class that possesses nothing desires to share the wealth of the middle 
classes who are now in power,... the fact that the class which today 
possesses nothing desires to share the riches of the middle classes is 
plain to anyone who goes around the streets of Manchester, Paris and 


Lyons. 


Did the Allgemeine Zeitung, he asked sarcastically, believe that its ‘displeasure 
and silence can alter the facts of the age?’ As for his own newpaper’s attitude 
towards Communism, Marx stated truthfully and emphatically in this famous 
article that it did not concede even ‘theoretical validity to Communist ideas in 
their present form, let alone desiring their practical realization, which it anyway 
finds impossible, but it will subject these ideas to a fundamental criticism.’ 

The danger of Communism, he observed, lay not in attempts at its practical 
realization. Any such attempt, even a revolt by the masses, could always be put 
down with cannon. But ‘ideas that have overcome our intellect and conquered 
our conviction, ideas to which reason has riveted our conscience, are chains 
from which one cannot break loose without breaking one’s heart; they are 
demons that one can only overcome by submitting to them.”5 

Marx had no intention of submitting to Communism. All he intended was to 
undertake a critical examination of the subject. The point that the ‘new teach- 


784 


ing’ of Communism was worth studying on its merits had first been made in the 
Rheinische Zeitung by Hess in April of that year, on three grounds. First, the 
Communists were a secret party about whose plans and activities ‘the wildest 
notions’ circulated in Germany. Abroad, however, the Communists were taken 
seriously not only by the popular masses but by the educated. Finally, a ‘new 
teaching’ should not be judged by the number of its professed adherents, for 
ideas had a force of their own. 

While the honour, dubious or otherwise, of converting Engels to Commun- 
ism incontestably belongs to Hess,° his relations with Marx were to become so 
complex over the years that they have been the subject of much controversy. 
At the stage under review, 6 years after Hess, curiously enough, had cast himself 
in the role of the apostle of a new annunciation (he confided feverishly to his 
diary, ‘I, too, like John in his time, have been called upon to bear witness of the 
Light’), Engels certainly played a decisive role in stimulating Marx’s interest in 
Communism. 

Already in The European Triarchy, and then in the columns of the Rheinische 
Zeitung for months before Marx assumed its editorship, Hess had been drawing 
attention to the social question which other German papers largely ignored or 
shunned for fear of the censorship. Thus, in two articles titled ‘The Riddle of 
the roth Century’ and ‘The Political Parties in Germany’ — published in April 
and September respectively — Hess had informed his readers of the ‘sudden 
discovery’ that a large part of humanity lived in poverty and slave-like misery, 
alienated and excluded from civilization and its benefits. The task of the roth 
century was to remove this blight and to solve the conflict between pauperism 
and the aristocracy of money. 

Developments in France and England at the beginning of the ‘hungry forties’ 
had led Hess to the thesis — which Marx defended in his first editorial — that 
while the French Revolution had helped the bourgeois Third Estate to take over 
the privileges of the nobility, no one had foreseen that the original idea of ‘liberty 
and equality’ for all would be jeopardized by the economic deprivation of the 
major part of society. Hess neither called himself a Hegelian nor went to the 
destructive extremes of the Left-Hegelian radicals. Like Marx at this stage, he 
was not against the state. He thought that if not in France, the revolution would 
come to industrialized England. Germany, which had yet to develop a modern 
industry, still had some time to solve the social problem peacefully if she wanted 
to avoid the inevitable class conflict and to ‘preserve the unity of the state.” 

Besides his linking the struggle for political liberty with the social issue, one 
major step which made Hess the bellwether of Communism in Germany was 
his initiative in getting the editorial committee of the Rheinische Zeitung to form 
a discussion group which met once a week in the evening at Cologne’s Laacher 
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Hof to debate political and social questions. Among those who attended regu- 
larly were at least two board members: Georg Jung and Gustav von Mevissen. 
Mevissen, who had lived for a time in Paris, lectured on the theories of Saint- 
Simon or on the condition of England’s low-paid industrial workers which he 
had observed at first hand during a visit. Papers on other subjects were exam- 
ined and thrashed out from several viewpoints. Marx joined the circle at the 
end of October 1842. 

For a newspaper to run an internal ‘debating society’ whose discussions 
sometimes developed into seminars on political and social questions was, and 
still is, a rare phenomenon. But then the Rheinische Zeitung was an unusual 
paper. Several members of this circle, such as Dr Karl d’Ester and Friedrich 
Anneke, were later to become Communist activists. Whether this was due to 
Hess’s influence is not known. In his biography of Hess, Edmund Silberner 
declared that Hess’s articles, the ideas he brought to the circle’s debates and his 
daily contacts with the new editor helped to convince Marx of ‘the necessity’ to 
undertake the theoretical study of Communism which was to lead to his adop- 
tion of it, and that ‘Hess thus had a fateful influence on Marx.”® 

While Silberner submitted this as a ‘not too risky assumption’, Marx’s biog- 
raphers, and Marxologists in general (with some notable exceptions) continued 

to treat Hess’s influence on Marx, then and later, as marginal; and in the post- 
World War II period the literature produced by the European Marx ‘industry’, 
especially in East Germany, called Hess every name from ‘utopian’ to ‘reac- 
tionary’, when not disqualifying him as an ‘inefficient’ thinker and complete 
‘wash-out’. The exceptions were David McLellan, Robert Tucker and a few 
others who, to one degree or another, acknowledged Hess’s role in the develop- 
ment of Marxism.? 

Yet the rehabilitation of Hess continued to meet with opposition. For 
example, in 1982 a Marxist biographer of Hess, scrutinizing his ‘dossier’ in 
commissar-like fashion, described the discussion group of the Rheinische Zeit- 
ung as a ‘party club’ and dwelt on its importance as the nucleus out of which 
grew ‘the party of the Rheinische Zeitung’ — as the eponymous periodical Marx 
established in 1848 to fan the flames of revolution would become known among 
some of its contemporaries — without bothering to mention that it was Hess 
who organized that nucleus. 

In 1985, however, the noted Marx scholar S. Avineri restored the balance by 
summing up the relations between Hess and Marx as a complex ‘symbiosis of 
ideas’ which, for all their quarrels on political issues, bound them together 
‘despite all the differences in stature and in philosophical approach.’’° 

On 30 September, a fortnight before Marx’s arrival in Cologne, Hess and the 
rest of the editorial committee or ‘party club’ of the Rheinische Zeitung had hos- 
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ted a festive dinner in honour of Herwegh. A month later, after having being 
widely entertained by ‘democratic’ groups at various stops on his triumphal 
journey, Herwegh arrived in Dresden. There Arnold Ruge, who was in charge of 
the 8-day-long festivities in his honour, had arranged for him to stay with 
Michael Bakunin in the apartment he shared with his brother Paul and Turgenev. 

The hugely built Bakunin and the delicate-looking Herwegh, who was the 
younger, took to each other immediately. Both were self-indulgent, narcissistic 
characters. Herwegh, with his poetic gift, was as brilliant and eloquent in con- 
versation as Bakunin himself. His flamboyance went well with his good looks 
and romantic air, and his charming manner won him many hearts. Selfish to a 
degree, he cared as little for others as did the cynical Bakunin. Moreover, Her- 
wegh had for the past year or so been proclaiming that ‘action’ spoke louder 
than theories, and Bakunin — who had just thrown philosophy to the winds and 
in The Reaction in Germany advocated nothing if not the most drastic action to 
build a new world on the ruins of the old — could not but exult at finding in the 
celebrated young poet not only a man after his own heart but one who under- 
stood his vigorous new political credo. 

The two, in short, made fast friends, and before Herwegh, accompanied by 
Ruge, left Dresden for Berlin at the beginning of November he directed 
Bakunin’s attention to the works of George Sand. Soon the Russian, who 
had spent so many years grappling with Hegel and German philosophic 
abstractions, was reading her latest novel, Consuelo, and developing a veritable 
cult-worship for its author. Bakunin was later to enter into correspondence with 
Sand, and just before the 1848 revolution the anarchist-in-exile would write to 
her: ‘Please think occasionally of a man who venerated you even before he met 
you, for often in the saddest days of his life, you were a consolation and a 
light.” 

Within ro days of his arrival in Berlin, the dashing Herwegh met and 
became engaged to one of his young admirers, Emma Siegmund, the daughter 
of a well-to-do silk merchant and court purveyor. Her dowry, in the form of an 
allowance of 6,000 Thaler per annum (10 times the salaries of Hess and Marx), 
assured Germany’s leading radical Tendenzdichter — the ‘poet with a cause’ who 
was to turn out to be a luxury-loving sybarite — of a pleasurable life for the rest 
of his days. 

And to climax all his easy triumphs there came the unexpected news that the 
King wished to meet the rebellious idol of Germany’s youth. Besides his 
inflammatory poems, Herwegh had addressed an ode to His Prussian Majesty, 
appealing to him in flattering terms to end the clerical stranglehold on the state 
and suggesting that by instituting a constitutional monarchy he had it in his 
power to stem the menacing tide of the age. 
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Herwegh’s audience with the King created a sensation in Germany even 
before it took place on 19 November. Friedrich Wilhelm IV was his usual 
voluble self. Whether it was his wish to take up Herwegh’s challenge or sheer 
curiosity or caprice that had prompted his invitation, Prussia’s ‘All-Highest 
Majesty’ tried to be gracious and remarked to the poet that he had already 
received one of his ‘adversaries’, Thiers, ‘and I am very glad to meet you. We 
must each remain true to his reputation, I as king, you as poet.’ 

Herwegh, aware of the fact that Germany’s radicals were in two minds about 
his exchanging pleasantries or engaging in any sort of parley with Prussia’s 
hypocritical absolutist ruler, behaved rather awkwardly. Before dismissing him, 
the King remarked that he despised lack of character but respected honourable 
enemies and ‘forthright opposition’. 

While the radical Left declared Herwegh to be a renegade, some of the 
King’s chief courtiers and close advisers were annoyed by his receiving a 
deserter from the Prussian army. In St Petersburg Tsar Nicholas I was baffled 
by his quixotic Prussian brother-in-law’s folly m helping the international 
fame of a rebel and subversive poet. A few days after the audience, Herwegh’s 
planned monthly, the ‘German Messenger from Switzerland’, was banned in 
Prussia before it had even started publication. The measure could have been 
expected, for German reviews printed by expatriates abroad were forbidden in 
Prussia as a matter of routine, but its timing seemed revengeful, and not acci- 
dental. 

Herwegh learned of the ban while being feted in Kénigsberg. Pricked by 
accusations from the Left, he sent the King an undignified, partly plaintive and 
partly irate, letter in which, losing all sense of proportion, convention and pro- 
tocol, he accused the King of breaking his promise to respect forthright opposi- 
tion and boasted that the ban on the monthly would have as little effect as that 
previously imposed on his Poems of a Living Man, which was now in its fifth 
edition. 

To compound matters, a couple of weeks later Herwegh, or one of his 
friends, committed the indiscretion of having his bristling but ‘confidential’ 
letter published in the Leipziger Allgemeine Zeitung. 

Retaliation, when it came, was severe. Herwegh was to be seized by gen- 
darmes and escorted to the stagecoach in Stettin. Forbidden to leave the coach 
and exercise his legs in Prussian Halle, he was then refused permission by the 
Saxon authorities to stop in Leipzig; and so the Romantic young political lyri- 
cist was forced to make his way back to Switzerland ignominiously. 

Before the end of October, while Herwegh was still in Dresden, Marx had 
published in Cologne the third article in his series on the ‘Debates of the 6th 
Rhenish Diet’. This time, out of more than 100 or so bills and motions which 
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had come before the Diet, Marx picked an economic topic. His new essay, 
“Debates on the Wood-Theft Law’, dealt ostensibly with an innocuous matter — 
a government proposal to stiffen the punishment of wood-theft and the felling 
of trees by impoverished small farmers, vintners and day-labourers, which had 
recently become widespread. 

Marx’s essay, published in 5 issues between 26 October and 3 November, 
contained his first utterance on a problem which had social and political impli- 
cations. The gathering of dead wood by the poor had always been a recognized 
custom in the Rhineland. Before the new law was debated in the Rhenish Diet, 
however, the Prussian State Gazette had advised its deputies that when consid- 
ering the new law they were ‘to think only of wood’ and timber, and were ‘not to 
try to solve each material problem in a political way — that is, in connection with 
the whole complex of ‘civic reasoning and civic morality. !? 

Thus encouraged, the Diet, consisting exclusively of representatives of the 4 
estates — princes, knights, large landowners and land-owning city magistrates — 
introduced even harsher sentences into the law in order to protect the forests 
they owned, at a time when industrial progress in the Rhineland was causing a 
rising demand for timber. Marx, on the other hand, treating the Wood-Theft 
Law precisely from that aspect of civic reasoning which the Prussian State 
Gazette had recommended to the deputies to forget, condemned the rapacious 
feudal spirit of the whole legislation: ‘On behalf of the masses of the poor who 
have no political or social possessions... we reclaim for poverty the right of 
custom, and moreover a right of custom which is not a local one but which is 
that of poverty in all lands. 

Although this right was reserved only to the ‘lowest and elementary mass of 
propertyless people’, Marx argued that in an age of general law ‘rationally cus- 
tomary rights’ were nothing but ‘the custom of legal rights... because custom 
has become the custom of the state.’ Having by now read Proudhon, Marx 
wrote: ‘If every violation of property without differentiation or further defini- 
tion is theft, would not private property be theft? Through my private property 
do I not exclude a third party from the property?’ 

He then berated the members of the Diet for putting their own interests 
above those of the province which they had been charged to represent. “The 
feeling for right and law is the most important provincial characteristic of the 
Rhinelander,’ he wrote. ‘But it is self-evident that particular interests know no 
fatherland and no province either...’"3 

Marx’s article — especially a passage in it saying that the Diet was ‘treading 
the law underfoot’, so infuriated the Prussian Oberprasident of the Rhine 
Province, Von Schaper, that on 10 November he informed the Minister of the 
Interior in Berlin that he was going to prosecute the author of the article for his 
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‘insolent criticism of the existing state institutions’. On the 12th, on orders 
from the three ‘censorship ministers’, Cologne’s Governor, Von Gerlach, con- 
fronted the Rheinische Zeitung with the alternative of changing its ‘hostile’ tone 
or having its licence revoked. 

In its reply, the Rheinische Zeitung assured the Governor that, far from 
wishing to introduce ‘superficial’ French ideas into the Rhineland, it supported 
Prussia’s ‘progressive’ policies. Marx, who had actually drafted the carefully 
considered letter signed by the publisher, mentioned that the paper had given in 
to the government’s wishes by firing Rutenberg and expressed his confidence 
that its encouragement of German liberalism was not unwelcome to King 
Friedrich Wilhelm IV. But in response to the Governor’s demand to have the 
new editor presented to him for approval, he coolly remarked that he knew of 
‘no legal provision’ justifying this and asked Governor Von Gerlach to name 
that (non-existent) paragraph in the 1819 Censorship Law. '+ 

Marx was caught in a crossfire. Pressed by the paper’s shareholders to mod- 
erate his editorial policy, he was at the same time at the centre of a conflict 
which had erupted in Berlin between Herwegh and Bruno Bauer’s ‘ultra- 
Left’? Young Hegelian Freien, who condemned the vainglorious poet for 
having foolishly allowed the King to use him to make a show of pretended lib- 

eralism. 

Herwegh in his turn, on 22 November, 5 days after his audience with the 
King, sent Marx for publication a letter denouncing the empty ‘revolutionary’ 
swagger of Die Freien and their aping of Jacobin and sans-culotte behaviour. At 
the same time Meyen, a leader of Die Freien, challenged Marx to justify his 
slashing their articles of late. On the 25th, Marx, having for some time felt that 
the paper’s identification with the anarchic group did it more harm than good, 
featured the main points of Herwegh’s condemnation of their antics on the 
front page of the Rheinische Zeitung. 

This act signified his open break with Bruno Bauer, his former friend and 
mentor, and what he called the whole clique of Berlin ‘windbags’. A few days 
Jater, venting both his motives and his irritation in a long letter to Ruge, Marx 
admitted that he had himself ‘thrown out’ as many articles by Die Freien as the 
censor, ‘for Meyen and Co. sent us heaps of scribblings, pregnant with revolu- 
tionising the world and empty of ideas, written in a slovenly style and seasoned 
with a little atheism and Communism (which these gentlemen have never 
studied).’ 

Marx had now started reading the works of Saint-Simon and Fourier and 
the Socialist or Communist writings (as they were interchangeably called) of 
Pierre Leroux and Eugène Cabet. But that he was still far from embracing the 
new Communist ‘world outlook’ is evident from his informing Ruge of the cat- 
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egorical answer with which he had brushed off Meyen’s protest on behalf of 
Die Freien: 


I declared that I regard it as inappropriate, indeed even immoral, to 
smuggle Communist and Socialist doctrines, hence a new world out- 
look, into incidental theatrical criticisms, etc., and that I demand a 
quite different and more thorough discussion of Communism, if it 
should be discussed at all. 


Marx had turned the Rheinische Zeitung into one of Germany’s most interesting 
and outspoken newspapers. With 400 subscribers at the beginning, its circula- 
tion had trebled from about 1,000 when he took over to 3,400. But there were 
days when its appearance was in question because of savage censorship mutila- 
tion. Trying to pilot it safely through increasingly stormy waters, a hard- 
pressed Marx concluded his letter to Ruge in a somewhat nervous state: 


We now have to put up from morning to night with the most horrible 
torments of the censorship, ministerial communications, complaints 
of the Oberprasident, accusations in the Provincial Assembly, howls 
from shareholders, etc., etc. Since I remain at my post only because I 
consider it my duty to prevent, to the best of my ability, those in 
power from carrying out their plans, you can imagine that I am 
somewhat irritated...'5 


With Marx in this mood, it is no wonder that he was rather curt with the boyish- 
looking Engels when the latter — stopping in Cologne in November on his way to 
England — paid his second visit to the offices of the Rheinische Zeitung. 

Engels had spent the weeks since his first visit in October with his family at 
Barmen. It was not an entirely happy farewell visit, seeing that his Calvinist 
father, finding it a heavy cross to bear to have a son ‘who is like a scabby sheep in 
a flock and openly opposes the belief of his forefathers’, had at the time written 
to his brother-in-law that he had stopped quarreling with his son because dis- 
putes only made him ‘more obstinate’. Recalling that as a boy Friedrich had 
shown ‘genuine religious feelings’, Engels hoped that his son would eventually 
realize the hard way ‘that he must bow his head humbly before the hand of the 
Almighty.’ 

Young Engels thought that he knew the whole ‘filthy’ cotton business from 
his father’s factories at home in Barmen and Engelskirchen. But under threat of 
having his allowance cut off, he had agreed to go to Manchester all the more 
readily as he too was tired of quarreling with his father. His mother grieved 
herself sick every time they had a row; and in Manchester he would be at the 
very centre of the social tremor he expected to sweep England before long. 
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He had barely arrived in England and had yet to see the Victoria Mills at 
Pendleton operated by Ermen & Engels or any other cotton manufacturory 
when the Rheinische Zeitung carried an article of his with the dateline ‘London, 
November 30” [1842]. In spite of the failure of the Plug Plot riots — following 
which Ermen & Engels had in August thanked the police in the Manchester 
Guardian for protecting their property — Engels affirmed that revolution in 
England was imminent. 

He was to cling to this mistaken belief for a long time, even as he settled 
down to work in the Ermen & Engels counting-house at 2 Southgate, St 
Mary’s, off Deansgate, in Manchester, and gradually became an experienced 
businessman. An easy mixer, he frequented the Cotton Exchange and con- 
sorted with the aristocracy and rich merchants. Soon he also found himself a 
girl friend, a red-haired Irish working-girl, Mary Burns, who operated a new 
machine, a ‘self-actor’, at the Ermen & Engels mills. 

Manchester was then the capital of the industrial world, but visiting the 
slums with Mary Burns after a cotton slump was like a guided tour through 
Dante’s Inferno. It was on these tours that Engels observed the utter wretched- 
ness prevailing in the city’s poverty-stricken quarters which he was later to 
describe in his book The Condition of the Working Class in England, in scenes 
conjuring up 


the quarters without sewage milling with unemployed, with scav- 
engers and beggars; the dilapidated cottages with broken windows 
patched with oilskin and the cellars and damp holes swarming with 
destitute families living in filth and foul air, in streets infested with 
herds of little pigs; the children playing among piles of garbage and 
excrement when not fed into factories; the teenaged girls and preg- 
nant women replacing the men as cheap labour in the mills, or plying 
prostitution, 


and other scenes of poverty and degradation on a mass scale. 

But Engels’s book, incorporating his first-hand observations of conditions in 
industrial England both at the Pendleton Mills and on extensive tours of Lan- 
cashire, was not to be written for a couple of years. 


In mid-December the Rheinische Zeitung dispatched Hess to Paris, to act as its 
French correspondent. During the next 15 months that he was to spend there, 
he lived with a pretty blonde German milliner whom he had met either before 
he left Cologne or on a visit to that city the following summer. Sibyl Pesch, who 
was 22, was the uneducated daughter of a Catholic day-labourer. For more than 
a century thereafter, most Marxist-Socialist literature has presented her as a 
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promiscuous girl driven by poverty to supplement her meagre wages with 
hours put in at a bordello. According to some accounts, however, she had been 
at it only for 5 days before the Hess allegedly picked her up in a tavern, and — 
falling for her attractions and moved by her heartbreak story — decided to save 
her, installed her for a while in a rented apartment, and then took her to Paris. 

It was only in the second half of the 2oth century that Hess’s modern biog- 
rapher, after a thorough investigation, traced the various strands from which 
‘this web of lies and evil slander’ may have been fabricated. Even so, the fact 
that Hess, instead of marrying une femme et une fortune, started in 1842 or 1843 
to live with this proletarian Catholic woman certainly completed his break with 
his family, his religion and his bourgeois background. In order not to aggrieve 
his orthodox Jewish father publicly, though, he did not marry her until after 
his father’s death at the end of 1851. Although barely literate, the future Frau 
Hess was a bright, quick-witted person whose charm and vivacity brought a 
ray of sunshine into Hess’s hitherto lonely life. A more amiable and even-tem- 
pered nature than Heine’s ‘wildcat’ Mathilde, she never embarrassed him in 
the company of his friends; on the contrary, according to a Paris police report, 
‘with her bright mind, she quickly, in his circle, became a fervent Socialist.’' 

Their stay in Paris proved a happy and fruitful period for Hess. Besides being 
cordially received by Heine, who praised him to Campe as ‘an excellent political 
writer’, Hess was the first of the politico-philosophical group of German intel- 
lectuals connected with the Rheinische Zeitung to establish personal contact with 
French Socialist thinkers. One of the German radicals in Paris introduced him 
to Etienne Cabet, the author of Voyage en Icarie and editor of the Communist Le 
Populaire; in March 1843 he was attending one of the weekly gatherings of 
Fourier’s disciples at the home of their leader, Victor Considérant; and he grad- 
ually made the acquaintance of Louis Blanc, Pierre Leroux and others. 

Between December 1842 and the beginning of 1944, now that he was able 
closely to observe the working of French social currents, Hess wrote a series of 
articles and essays — for the Rheinische Zeitung, the Kölner Allgemeine Zeitung 
and a volume to be published by Herwegh in Zurich — in which he developed 
his own particular brand of Communism as the ‘ethical’ movement of the 
future. 

On 24 December, the Leipziger Allgemeine Zeitung had published the text of 
Herwegh’s abrasive letter to the King of Prussia. The King was furious. Within 
24 hours the Leipzig paper was suppressed. The order for Herwegh’s expulsion 
followed 4 days later. Nor was that all. On 3 January, at Prussia’s behest, the Saxon 
government ordered the closure of Ruge’s German Yearbooks, which had pub- 
lished Bakunin’s essay. It was the second suppression of this philosophical journal 
since its suspension had forced it to change its name and move to Dresden. 
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Prussia now seemed bent on muzzling any free opinion, and Marx’s Rheinis- 
che Zeitung was likely to be next in line. Already in December the Berlin author- 
ities — fearing a public outcry in the Rhineland if the paper were closed — had 
dispatched a special envoy to the province to assess the strength of the reaction 
to that eventuality. Towards the end of December, Marx had further incurred 
the wrath of the authorities by a three-part article attacking Prussia’s sham 
‘parliamentary’ system of provincial Diets based on fixed classes or ‘estates’. 

While the liberal financiers of the Rheinische Zeitung supported the Diets 
and only opposed the preponderance of aristocrats in them, Marx was against 
the very system of representation by sectarian estates. The provincial Diets 


were, in his view, 


nothing more than a society of special interests privileged to encroach 
their delimiting particularism on the state... They are self-constituted 
anti-state elements within the state. They are by nature inimical to 
the state, for in its isolated activity any special element is always an 
enemy to the whole. It is precisely this whole which conveys to the 
particular a feeling of its nothingness by giving it an awareness of its 


limits, '7 


Besides thus questioning Prussia’s vaunted ‘representative’ system, Marx also 
engaged in January in a polemic with Oberprasident Von Schaper. A lengthy 
series published earlier by the Rheinische Zeitung on the economic distress of 
the Mosel wine-growing peasants — whom the Customs Union had gradually 
reduced to ruin and utter poverty — had been publicly contested by Von 
Schaper, who hotly denied the accuracy of the data contained in the series. 

With the sword of Damocles already hanging over the paper, Marx set out to 
reply in a 5-part series — ‘Justification of the Mosel Correspondent’ — of which 
one part was suppressed and only two others appeared before the Rheinische 
Zeitung was to be banned. Having learned something about the working of eco- 
nomic processes, Marx demonstrated at length in these two articles that it was 
measures dictated by the Prussian administration, and not any failure of the small 
vintners, which had created the objective conditions for their impoverishment. 

The fact that ‘very highly placed statesmen were thoroughly exposed’ in 
these articles was the last straw that brought about the suppression of the paper, 
or so Marx believed at the time. Actually, it was the personal intervention of 
Tsar Nicholas I which ultimately decided the King of Prussia to shrink no 
longer and administer the death-blow to the newspaper. 

On 4 January the paper had published an article violently attacking Russia and 
the Tsar’s military despotism in particular. On 8 January, at a ball at the Winter 
Palace in St Petersburg, the Tsar gave the Prussian ambassador a piece of his 
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mind in language so sharp as to render the diplomat speechless. King Friedrich 
Wilhelm IV himself was not a little intimidated when he received a personal 
letter of protest from Nicholas, his brother-in-law and most powerful ally. 

On 21 January, less than a month after the suppression of the Leipziger Allge- 
meine Zeitung, the three Prussian Ministers in charge of censorship decided — in 
the presence of the King — to suppress ‘its whorish sister on the Rhine’. A 
mounted courier was dispatched to Cologne with the royal edict interdicting the 
Rheinische Zeitung on the grounds that it had lately ‘surpassed itself in insolent 
language and in pursuing a tendency... to undermine state and church, stir up 
discontent, slander the government... ridicule the censorship in Prussia and 
Germany, and to insult friendly powers.’ 

As a sop to the paper’s shareholders and subscribers, the edict gave them 9 
weeks to recoup what they could of their losses by allowing its publication until 
31 March 1843. During this reprieve it was submitted to double and treble cen- 
sorship. The dull-witted Dolleschall had been replaced in December — not 
before he had suppressed 140 articles in the Rheinische Zeitung — by a more cul- 
tured censor. Every evening he submitted the entire blue-pencilled newspaper 
for further vetting to Cologne’s Regierungsprasident, who in his turn had to 
send all the sheets to the Oberprasident of the Rhine Province. The new censor 
was soon replaced by a third and more sophisticated one sent from Berlin, 
Wilhelm Saint-Paul. 

On 12 February, the board of the Rheinische Zeitung held an extraordinary 
general meeting of shareholders to consider the situation. Marx was disgusted 
to find that not a few of those present were in favour of saving the newspaper at 
the price of toning down or even entirely abandoning its opposition to the gov- 
ernment. He had prepared a lengthy refutation of the government’s charges and 
after much discussion the shareholders agreed to incorporate it in a memoran- 
dum to be submitted to the government. Leading burghers in Cologne and the 
chief Rhenish cities had meanwhile started flooding the government with peti- 
tions to revoke the ban on the paper. Marx, however, realistically assessed that 
the chances of the paper’s survival under the existing political circumstances 
were practically nil. 

He decided to go public. So far only a number of initiates but not the general 
public knew that he was the editor of the pugnacious Rheinische Zeitung. But on 
28 February, Karl Griin, the editor of Mannheim’s Abendzeitung (Evening 
News), published an article in which he not only named ‘Dr Marx the editor 
who set the tone’ of the proscribed paper but singled out his 


incisive mind, the truly admirable dialectics with which he bit and 
gnashed his way into the hollow utterances of deputies to destroy 


795 


A RED OCTOBER 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


them from within; rarely has one seen such critical-destructive virtu- 
osity, so brilliant a display of hatred of the so-called positive, such an 
ability to catch it in his nets and strangle it... a peculiar gift and rare 


manifoldness of talent. "8 


Although signed by Griin, the article had been written by Marx himself. He had 
earlier asked one of his colleagues and comrades-in-arms, Karl Heinzen, to place 
the article in the press so as to ‘lay the blame for everything pernicious that app- 
eared in the Rheinische Zeitung exclusively at my door’, but Heinzen had refused. 
Griin, who had been one of Marx’s fellow-students at Bonn University, agreed 
to sign his peculiar self-eulogy, not knowing that before long Marx, turning 
against him, would maliciously denounce him to Proudhon as a ‘charlatan’.'9 

Marx had been toying with the idea of resigning since the end of January. 
He was — as the censor Saint-Paul, after several conversations with him, put it 
in his reports to Berlin — ‘the spiritus rector, the guiding spirit’ of the Rheinische 
Zeitung, ‘a man who would die for his views, of whose truth he is absolutely 
convinced.’ In his planted article, Marx, of course, made himself out to be the 
paper’s evil spirit, and though it has been said that in that article he wished to 
appear as ‘the captain standing upright at the mast’ of the sinking ship, there is 
some evidence that he hoped by his tactic to save the newspaper if he resigned. 
According to Heinzen it was Marx himself who suggested to Saint-Paul the 
idea — which the latter twice passed on to Berlin as his own — that once he was 
removed the paper would be harmless enough to be allowed to continue.”° 

But with Count Nesselrode in St Petersburg continually reminding their 
ambassador of the Tsar’s displeasure, the Prussian authorities ignored this sug- 
gestion, turned a deaf ear to all petitions from the Rhineland and even refused 

to receive a deputation of the newspaper’s shareholders. 

After riding the seas for altogether 15 months, the paper came to a halt, as 
decreed, on 31 March 1843, its staff saluting its readers in a farewell poem (not 
by Marx), calling on the figure of Columbus who ‘was at first despised’ but nev- 
ertheless found the new world, and wishing its friends Auf Wiedersehen on a 
new shore. 

Marx had left the paper a fortnight before its sails collapsed. On 18 March it 
carried a short notice, inserted the day before, to the effect that, ‘due to the 
present censorship conditions, the undersigned has resigned from the editor- 
ship. Dr Marx.’ As early as 25 January, when the censor had been subordinated 
to Regierungsprasident Von Gerlach and ‘our paper had to be presented to the 
police to be sniffed at’ every night, often preventing its appearance next morn- 
ing, he had written to Ruge: ‘It is bad to perform menial services even for the 
sake of freedom and to fight with pinpricks instead of clubs.’ He felt sick and 
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tired of ‘hypocrisy, stupidity, raw authority and our [German] cringing, bow- 
ing, back-turning and word-picking.’ He felt in fact relieved that ‘the govern- 
ment has given me back my freedom.” 

He was 25 and jobless, and thought of emigrating, for ‘I can do nothing more 
in Germany. Here onc is forced to live a counterfeit existence.’?" 

He had not seen Jenny in all the months since the previous summer, when she 
had moved with her mother to Bad Kreuznach. ‘I cannot, must not, and will not’, 
Marx wrote in the same letter of 25 January, ‘leave Germany without my fiancée.’ 

But where was he to go? And what were they to live on? His first idea was to 
go to Switzerland, to colloborate with Herwegh on the revamping of the 
Deutsche Bote, and he asked Ruge what he thought of this plan. He was clutch- 
ing at a straw, for all attempts to relaunch the Deutsche Bote — which had actually 
ceased publication the previous October — in a larger format failed after Prussia 
had banned its import. Still, Zurich with its millionaire Professor Fröbel and 
his Literary Comptoir, which, since successfully launching Herwegh’s poems, 
had greatly expanded its publishing activities, was the closest German cultural 
centre where an émigré writer might continue his political struggle without 
starving; and he consulted Ruge because he, too, though not so rich, was a man 
of substance, and a talented editor whose German Yearbooks, now suppressed, 
had achieved an influence out of all proportion to the number of its subscribers, 
which was never higher than 600. 

Moreover, Ruge had a business arrangement with Fröbel, whereby the latter 
had just published in Zurich on his behalf a volume containing material he had 
expected to be censored in Germany even before the suppression of his periodi- 
cal, It was in this volume, ‘Anecdotes of the Most Recent German Philosophy 
and Journalism’,?* that Marx’s later famous ‘Remarks on the Latest Prussian 
Censorship Instruction’ appeared a year or so after it was written. 

Next, in several letters to Marx between 1 February and 8 March, Ruge had 
come up with a new plan. He invited Marx to become his co-editor if he 
managed to resume publication of the German Yearbooks either in Dresden or 
abroad, and offered him a fixed salary amounting — together with extra fees for 
articles — to 850 Thaler, more than he had earned on the Rheinische Zeitung. 
Replying on 13 March — 4 days before his resignation — Marx was only too glad 
to accept. But he thought that Dresden as the venue for producing ‘a poor copy 
of the deceased’ journal, even if the authorities were to permit it, would not do. 
Something new and fresh was needed. And he invoked Talleyrand’s reply to the 

allies who had toppled Napoleon: ‘When Paris was taken, some people proposed 
Napoleon’s son with a regency, others Bernadotte, while yet others suggested 
that Louis Philippe should rule. But Talleyrand replied: “Louis XVIII or 
Napoleon. That is a principle, anything else is intrigue.” 
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In the same way, he suggested, the best venue for producing the new, monthly 
Yearbooks was either Zurich or Strasbourg. He saw it as combining the German 
philosophical-theoretical approach of Ruge’s former Yearbooks with the mili- 
tant political line of the Rheinische Zeitung and his own new interest in French 
political and social ideas, and proposed that it be called ‘German-French Year- 
books’ (Deutsch-Franzésische Jahrbücher) — ‘that would be a principle,... an event 
of consequence. ”?3 

In a burst of plans and activity, Marx had taken time off in the first week of 
March to spend 8 days with Jenny at Kreuznach. Although the projected new 
periodical would take months to materialize, he brought her the tidings that at 
long last their marriage was in the offing; and shortly after writing his last arti- 
cles for the Rheinische Zeitung and submitting his resignation on the 17th, he 
left on an unexplained trip to Holland, possibly to visit his relatives there and to 
see whether he could get another advance on his inheritance — or ‘my property’, 
as he put it— while his mother was still alive. 

At Kreuznach, Marx ran into the famous Bettina Brentano von Arnim, who 
was about to publish her allegorical story, This Book Is the King’s, in which she 
was going to surprise her one-time friend Friedrich Wilhelm IV with prison 
records, statistics and a general survey of all that was wrong, false and oppres- 
sive in his Christian-Prussian realm and among his ‘deformed’ and ‘bilious, 
befogged’ counsellors, one of whom was her arch-conservative brother-in-law, 
Von Savigny, Prussia’s new Minister of Justice. As Marx had published an 
article attacking his ‘Historical Schoo! of Law’, which justified Prussia’s reac- 
tionary legal system, he and Bettina had much to talk about. According to a 
contemporary, Jenny complained that her young fiancé ‘spent much of his week 
in Kreuznach walking and talking late into the night with this spirited but 
dowdy-looking elderly lady.’ But Karl had hardly left when Jenny, having 
waited since her early twenties to be married, wrote to her future husband: 


I did not know how dear you were to me in my deepest heart until I 
no longer saw you in the flesh; I have only the one faithful portrait of 
you standing so full of life before my soul in all its angelic mildness 
and goodness, heightened love and spiritual lustre. If you were back 
here again, my dear little Karl, what a capacity for happiness you 
would find in your brave little girl... Do you still remember our twi- 
light conversation, our beckoning games, our hours of slumber. Dear 
heart, how good, how loving, how attentive, how joyful you were. 


She asked Marx to buy her ‘new laces if you can get them cheaply’, and sug- 
gested that a garland of roses ‘would best suit my green dress’, but being practi- 
cal, and lately reduced together with her mother to saving every household 
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Groschen, she suggested in the same letter that he leave the shopping to her, for 
fear that he would overspend. With a kind of arch humour that was to stand her 
in good stead in dealing with the intellectually superior and domineering Marx, 
she remarked that, although beyond knitting socks women were condemned to 
‘wait, hope, suffer’ passively, she wished to put in a strong veto against estab- 
lishing the German-French Yearbooks at Strasbourg: she feared that, once he 
emigrated, Germany might never allow him to return.”4 

In Marx’s mind too, the projected new periodical and his marriage were so 
closely related that in his letter of 13 March he informed Ruge of his proposed 
marriage in what was for him almost an effusive tone: 


I can assure you, without the slightest romanticism, that I am head 
over heels in love, and indeed in the most serious way. I have been 
engaged for more than seven years and my fiancée has been involved 
on my behalf in the toughest of struggles that have ruined her 
health. These have been in part against her pietist and aristocratic 
relations, for whom ‘the Lord in Heaven’ and the ‘lord in Berlin’ are 
equally objects of religious cult, and in part against my own family, 
in which certain clerics and other sworn enemies have ensconced 
themselves. For years, my fiancée and I have been fighting more 
useless and exhausting battles than many other persons three times 
our age. 


Ruge had enlisted the interest of Otto Wigand, a radical publisher who nor- 
mally printed and distributed the German Yearbooks for him, in the projected 
new monthly. In view of the restrictions in Germany — and spurred by Frébel’s 
success in Zurich — Wigand was keen to establish a business foothold in Switz- 
erland or France. Ruge proposed to Marx that the three of them meet to finalize 
the project before the summer. Marx replied that since ‘all the preliminaries, 
the announcement of the marriage, etc., take considerable time I could, if nec- 
essary, spend a few weeks in Dresden... As soon as we have concluded the con- 
tract, I would travel to Kreuznach and get married.’*5 

In the end, the contract was to be signed not with Wigand, but with Profes- 
sor Fröbel. 

In the second half of March, Marx sent Ruge a letter from Holland, in 
which, comparing the German ‘despotism’ to a ship of fools, he spoke for the 
first time of revolution: ‘A Ship of Fools can perhaps be allowed to drift before 
the wind for a good while; but it will still drift to its doom precisely because the 
fools refuse to believe it possible. This doom is the approaching revolution.” 

Marx returned to Cologne before the end of March, and while Dagobert 
Oppenheim was seeing the last few issues of the Rheinische Zeitung through the 


799 


A RED OCTOBER 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


press, he set to work on the first of two articles which, together with two sent 
from Manchester by Engels, and letters, poems or other contributions by Heine, 
Herwegh and Bakunin, were eventually to go into the inaugural issue of the 


German-French Yearbooks. 


In Switzerland, on 8 March 1843, Georg Herwegh, with Michael Bakunin act- 
ing as best man, had married Emma Siegmund, the heiress he had acquired in 
Berlin shortly before his misbegotten audience with the King of Prussia. 

It is more than likely that the wave of repression in Germany sparked off by 
that audience — and more particularly by the lack of political sense of this con- 
ceited young ‘poet with a cause’ in allowing his ‘confidential’ protest to the 
King to be published — would have come sooner or later in other circumstances. 
As it was, the closure of the Leipziger Allgemeine Zeitung and Herwegh’s expul- 
sion marked the end of the year-long ‘Young Hegelian’ agitation in Germany, of 
which Engels in England was to write (in Robert Owen’s New Moral World) 
that under the nose of the censor things had been published ‘which even in 
France would have been punished as high treason, and, if uttered in England, 
would have led without fail to a trial for blasphemy.?7 

The consequences for German liberalism were disastrous. During Her- 
wegh’s 1841 visit to him in Paris, Heine had given him the verses warning him 
that the revolutionary ‘spring of which you sing is only in your song’, but 
ridiculed him in another poem for trying to assume the role of the Marquis 
Posa, the Spanish King’s counsellor (in Schiller’s play Don Carlos), who hopes 
that words will persuade the ruler to reform himself and his regime. The poet 
Freiligrath, whose refusal to take a political stand on the ‘party battlements’ had 
been publicly criticized by Herwegh, remarked with a certain Schadenfreude 
that if Herwegh had been expelled for his poems he would have been a hero, but 
to incur this punishment for his sheer arrogance and stupidity, and in the 
process to compromise a good cause, showed that beneath his laurel leaves he 
was nothing but a conceited Swabian fool. 

None, however, made Herwegh out so mercilessly as a political somnambu- 
list as did Heine in a poem titled ‘The Audience’. Notwithstanding, it was only 
in 1849, when Herwegh theatrically marched off from Paris at the head of a 
‘German Legion’ to help liberate the fatherland during that year’s uprisings, 
that the inglorious end of the expedition was to expose the otherwise talented 
poet for the amateur strategist without sense or foresight that he was. 

Until then, Herwegh maintained his European reputation as Germany’s pre- 
mier revolutionary poet. For a year or two after his expulsion from Prussia, he 
even played a significant role in making Zurich the second most important 
radical centre of German expatriates after Paris. It was also the second largest, 


800 


for besides the German colony in Zurich many Germans worked as day-labour- 
ers in several areas of Switzerland, and among them the fugitive leader of the 
Paris League of the Just, Wilhelm Weitling, was propagating his new brand of 
‘scientific’ Communism. 

Herwegh had brought with him from Germany another new-fangled propo- 
nent of violent action for the overthrow of the old order. Michael Bakunin had 
just abandoned his old wife, philosophy. Switzerland was the beginning of his 
quest for the new fiancée on whom he had fixed his mind. He was to be on the 
lookout for her for 4 years until, sensing her approach, he would exultantly 
write to Georg and Emma Herwegh: ‘I await my, or, if you will, our communal 


bride — the revolution.’”8 
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Bakunin Falls in Love with ‘the People’ 
and Marx Gets Married 


Bakunin had turned his back on Germany immediately after New Year’s Day 
1843. Upon hearing of Herwegh’s expulsion he fled from Dresden, with 250 
Thaler borrowed from Ruge, ‘like a partridge before the hawk’. He had a 
sudden attack of Angst — as he explained on 8 January to the publisher Wigand 
— that the Saxon authorities, who, under pressure from Prussia, had refused 
Herwegh permission to stop in Leipzig, might hand him over to Russia, which 
was tantamount to death." 

At Karlsruhe he caught up with Herwegh, and together they travelled via 
Strasbourg to Zurich. In his Confession to the Tsar Bakunin later admitted that 
he acted over-hastily, but his flight was only part of the psychodrama which had 
accompanied his labours on The Reaction in Germany. His revolutionary call for 
‘the complete destruction of the present political and social world’ had brought 
him both acclaim and notoriety. Arnold Ruge, who had published it in October 
1842 in his respected Yearbooks, expressed the opinion that Bakunin had ‘out- 
stripped all the old donkeys’ of Young Hegelianism; and to this day it is consid- 
ered one of the best articles Bakunin ever wrote.” 

At the end of that month, Bakunin had known a glorious week in the company 
of his new friend Herwegh. But October also brought about a conjunction of cir- 
cumstances which plunged him into a morbid mood of increasing desolation. 
First, his public advocacy of revolution to destroy the existing world order meant 
that there was no future for him in Tsarist Russia. He had dimly realized this ever 
since — abandoning his touted plan to obtain a Berlin doctorate which would get 
him a quick professorship in Moscow — he had moved to Dresden. But now that 
he was grappling with ‘reality’ by choosing to become a revolutionary dedicated 
to heroic-destructive deeds, he decided it was time to inform the family at Pre- 
mukhino and on g October had coolly written to his brother Nicholas that he 
would never return home to ‘ruin the only career remaining to me.”3 

Secondly, on 3 November — the day after Herwegh left Dresden for Berlin — 
his younger brother Paul likewise departed for the Prussian capital, to travel 
from there a couple of weeks later, together with Turgenev, to Russia and home. 
Seeing Paul off at the Dresden railway station, Bakunin was overcome by the 
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thought that he was parting not only from his brother but ‘from Premukhino, 
from Russia, from all my past’ and foresaw a dismal future in which he would 
‘be alone, without love, perhaps even without human sympathy... Loneliness 
has always been there ahead of me, and sooner or later I had to enter this waste~ 
land.’ But he was so depressed that several times he wished for death. On the 
4th he wrote to Premukhino: ‘Only alien faces surround me. I hear only alien 
sounds... As I write to you I am crying, weeping like a child, Paul’s departure 
tore off the husk which encased my heart.’ In another passage he appealed espe- 
cially to his sisters to ‘give Paul back’ to him: 


Let him come back next spring. There are so many of you together, 
but I am — alone. I need Paul, and I know that he needs me... Alone I 
will grow completely hard. Do you see how weak I am? I ask this of 
you as a woman, since I am at this moment as weak as a woman. This 
will pass, I know, and soon. But only its expression will pass; as the 
innermost essence of my heart, it will never pass. 


Tatyana, to whom he said, “You are mine, and I am yours, before all the others,’ 
did not reply to his letter, and aware that he had by now become a stranger and a 
‘ghost’ to his brothers and sisters, he sent her a portrait he had drawn of 
himself, and shared with the others his nostalgia for their childhood romps and 
other scenes whose memory he hoped would bring him to life in their minds. 
Beginning with an autumn evening in the woods near Premukhino, he wrote: 


Do you remember how a flock of cranes flew over? Now I am in the 
country to which the cranes fly from you. Do you remember our 
walks in Mytnits wood? Have you been along my favourite path this 
summer? What has happened to my trees in the little wood? We 
lighted a fire there one spring, in Holy Week. Lyubov was ill then and 
near to death, and she came in a carriage to join us... Then I went 
away... We drove all together to Kositzino [on his final departure 
from Russia]; and then do you remember, sisters, how we said good- 
bye in the evening? Did you feel then that we should never see one 
another again? 


‘Towards the end of his pathetic letter, Bakunin sounded a brave note: 


A great future awaits me yet. My presentiments cannot deceive me. 
If I can achieve only a tiny fraction of all that is in my heart, I ask 
nothing more, I do not ask for happiness... Deeds, deeds — expansive, 
sacred deeds — this is what I want... I am once more strong, fear 
nothing and am ready to go forward, head erect. 
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Before saying goodbye to his siblings ~ ‘and yet again good-bye. A wave of the 
hand and we will live on without looking back’ — Bakunin, truthfully and with 
self-knowledge, described his situation in words sketching his destiny for many 
years ahead: ‘Know, my friends, that beyond the seas there lives one who will 
never cease to be your friend, who thirsts for your love because, apart from you, 
he has no home of his own in the world..." 

Between this letter of 4 November and Herwegh’s expulsion just before the 
new year, Bakunin felt increasingly isolated and insecure. In earlier periods of 
depression he had, by his own account, known more than one moment of 
apprehension, fantasizing about being imprisoned. During the summer, while 
working on his incendiary essay, he had even written to the Beyer sisters in 
Russia that he faced with equanimity the possibility of being killed. But now 
that the prospect seemed real, he was seized by fear of the Saxon authorities, 
the Prussian government and the dreaded Tsarist ‘hawk’. 

For the rest, there was nothing but debts to hold him in Germany — debts left 
behind in Berlin, and debts contracted in Dresden. In October he had asked his 
brother Nicholas to sell his portion of his father’s estate and send him the 
money, since he would never return to Russia. On the basis of this expectation 
he had wangled a sizable 2,000 Thaler in loans from Arnold Ruge alone, promis- 
ing him that if everything failed Turgenev would repay him. So far, however, 
neither his family nor Turgenev had been forthcoming. 

And so Bakunin had attached himself to Herwegh and set out for Switzerland 
and new horizons. His hyperbolic later statement that he would have followed 
Herwegh anywhere, even if he had gone to America, contained a grain of truth 
in the sense that the two were a well-matched pair. To Heine, Herwegh might be 
a political sleepwalker excited by his own fiery verse-slogans and living in a world 
of revolutionary phantasms. But Bakunin himself, asexual as he was, unable to 
make contact with the world by means of the senses and emotionally cut off from 
it by the ‘thick husk of ice’ covering his heart ‘in spite of the passion languishing 
within it’, lived in a world of abstract ideas and fantasies which he projected 
on reality. Herwegh was to him the ideal man of action he himself had chosen to 
become. Vainly imploring his sister ‘to help me come out of myself’, his only 
way of reaching out through the ‘impenetrable, cold crust that often repelled 
people from me’ was to embark on the career of a revolutionary who would solve 
the bloody conflicts and ‘contradictions of the age’ in a manner resolving his own 
inner drama, the conflict between the impotence that made him ‘weak as a 
woman’ and his frustrated need to prove his virility by setting the world on fire: 
‘The passion for destruction is also a creative passion.’ 

Bakunin doted on Herwegh. Shortly after their arrival in Switzerland in the 
second week of January, the Russian installed himself in a bachelor apartment 
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affording a magnificent view of Lake Zurich, stretching away ‘mirror-clear’ in 
the sun just steps away beneath his windows, and snow-capped mountains 
gleaming beyond. Bakunin was thrilled by the beauty of the Swiss landscape, 
but it also induced in him a feeling of indolence which made him forget all his 
plans for action and deeds. On 10 and 20 February he wrote to Premukhino that 
when not reading George Sand, who appeared to him a much greater ‘prophet- 
ess’ than Bettina von Arnim, he spent his time in day-dreaming and contempla- 
tion: 


Sometimes I lie for hours on end on the couch, gazing at the lake and 
the mountains, which are especially beautiful at sunset, watching the 
tiniest changes in the incessantly changing panorama; and [ think, 
think of everything, and feel sad and cheerful... and everything in 
front of me is hidden in a mist. 


He had rowed with Herwegh on the lake, and they ‘dreamed and laughed and 
were merry together.’ But even as he was informing Premukhino that he loved 
Herwegh as ‘brother loves sister’, Herwegh — on 12 February — had been 
ordered by the ultra-conservative Grand Council governing the Zurich canton 
to leave its confines. 

Herwegh’s expulsion came a month after he had returned to the warm fold 
of Zurich’s group of expatriate German academics. This included such distin- 
guished figures as Lorenz Oken, the first rector of Zurich University on its 
foundation in 1833, previously dismissed from Jena for his ‘radical democratic’ 
views. The most active leaders of the group were Herwegh’s two special 
patrons, the wealthy publisher Fröbel and A.A. Follen, the legendary Burschen- 
schafi leader whom his Romantic fellow-students had wished to proclaim 
German emperor and whose Zurich house was known as the Kaiserburg for the 
portrait of him in imperial regalia that dominated its main hall. Until the so- 
called Ziiriputsch of 1839, the Zurich Grand Council had been in the hands of 
liberals and ‘democrats’ of various denominations, and Follen had been one of 
its most influential members. 

In 1839 the offer of a chair at Zurich University to the theologian David 
Strauss — who had been dismissed from Tiibingen for his daring, scholarly but 
allegedly ‘unChristian’ Life of Jesus — scandalized Zurich’s conservative and 
orthodox Lutheran circles. In the storm caused by the ensuing Zurtputsch, in 
which some 40 people were killed in clashes between religious peasants from 
the provinces and Zurich’s democrats, the Grand Council was forced to resign. 
Control of the cantonal government passed to the conservatives, and the app- 
ointment of Strauss — whom Albert Schweitzer was later to call ‘the most 
truthful of all theologians’ — was promptly revoked. 
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It was in the aftermath of the Züriputsch that Professor Fröbel had given up 
his chair and founded the Literary Comptoir for the dual purpose of ‘combating 
the reaction in Switzerland’ and promoting the awakening political spirit in 
Germany. Herwegh had made the success of the new firm with his 1841 Poems 
of a Living Man. Between then and 1843, Berlin’s Athendum had called it a day 
and the ‘Young Hegelian’ movement was disintegrating. The serial suppression 
of even mildly liberal papers, not to mention that of Ruge’s Yearbooks and the 
Rheinische Zeitung, had silenced all criticism. During the same period Fröbel 
published, or was in the process of producing, the political songs of Hofmann 
von Fallersleben and the works of such radical philosophical and/or politico- 
philosophical writers as Bruno Bauer, Arnold Ruge, Moses Hess, Karl Marx, 
Ludwig Feurbach, Karl Griin, Johann Jacoby and many others. This, together 
with Frébel’s recent acquisition of the bi-weekly Schweizer Republikaner, which 
he turned into the chief Swiss democratic newspaper, made his Literary Comp- 
toir the paramount centre of opposition to the establishment in Germany. 

Although Herwegh’s tour of Germany had ended in ignominy, he was an 
international celebrity, the star of Frdbel’s firm and the adored glamour-boy of 
the dozen or so active or retired professors and lecturers who formed the core 
of Zurich’s liberal movement. His was a name to exploit and a volume he was 
about to edit out of the articles he had collected for the aborted Deutsche Bote — 
containing some of the most virulent material criticizing the Prussian autocracy 
ever to appear in print — was to cause a sensation when it appeared. 

Herwegh’s fame made him a thorn in the flesh of Zurich’s conservative 
Grand Council. An offensive article against the Council which he had pub- 
lished before his tour of Germany, and for which he had been fined, served as 
the formal pretext for his expulsion in February 1843; and on 3 March, in spite 
of protests by Professor Oken and other liberals, Herwegh had to move to the 
neighbouring canton of Aargau. 

It was there, in the little resort town of Baden, that his wedding to Emma 
Siegmund took place. Bakunin, making the most of his role as best man, acted 
as if he were master of ceremonies and moved about with the avuncular delight 
and pride of a man marrying off two bright and beloved young members of his 
family. He met several of Herwegh’s friends, including Follen, who remained 
the leader of the German colony in Zurich. 

But Herwegh himself soon left for the canton of Bale, which had offered to 
grant him citizenship. From there he took his wife on an extended honeymoon 
trip to Italy. Then the couple moved for the duration to Paris, where Herwegh, 
installed in carefree and comfortable luxury on the money provided by his cul- 
tivated and adoring Emma, resumed his acquaintance with Heine, Hess and 
George Sand. He became the special darling of the comtesse d’Agoult and 
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otherwise a sought-after celebrity in French literary salons and in the cirles of 
prominent German and Russian exiles or tourists. He was befriended by Marx 
and Ruge when they arrived, and eventually by Herzen, whose life he was to ruin 
by seducing his wife. 

No one was more disconsolate to see Herwegh leave Switzerland than Baku- 
nin. Herwegh’s wedding had been an enjoyable diversion, but starting in Feb- 
ruary 1843, at the first notice that Herwegh might be expelled, and throughout 
the spring, he was once again a prey to a wretched feeling of loneliness and iso- 
lation, and gave vent to his black mood in a flurry of letters to Premukhino, 
imploring Paul 


to come back quickly and bring Tatyana to me... I am waiting for you, 
Paul, and, if possible, bring Taniusha to me. Your obligation, friends, 
is to use all available means to see to it that Taniusha comes abroad. 
This is a sacred obligation. 


Again and again he harped on the same theme, sometimes pleading with Tat- 
yana directly: ‘Is it really true that there is no way for you to come abroad, so 
that you could teach me to live economically? You could be my housekeeper, 
Taniusha, and how tranquilly and well we would live. Paul, bring Taniusha.’ 
And in another letter: ‘Dear sister! Taniusha, Sasha, don’t forget me, I am dep- 
ressed, deeply depressed. 

But none of his family replied. Although Michael claimed to possess the sin- 
gular faculty of ‘fusing the personality of those I love with my own so that... I 
see with their eyes and feel with their feelings’, and assured his sisters that 
‘When I say I, I say We, I do not exist apart from you,’ this was pure fantasy. His 
bond with the world of Premukhino, ‘the source of my life, the origin of all that 
is living and best in me,” had in fact become one-sided. The hold he used to 
exercise over his flock of devotees had been broken by Varvara’s slipping away 
to be reunited with her husband. Paul, in whom he had seen his brightest disci- 
ple, was to settle into the modest position of a provincial high school teacher. 
And even his beloved Tatyana wrapped herself in silence. 

‘What a vendetta with philosophy!’ Herzen had exclaimed in Moscow upon 
reading Bakunin’s The Reaction in Germany. ‘He is wiping out all his former 
sins.’ Even Belinsky, Bakunin’s strongest critic, was impressed by his clarion call 
for revolution to the point of declaring that Michael and he ‘had sought God by 
different paths, but met at last in the same temple.’ Bakunin had published his 
essay at a time when Herzen had formed a new Moscow circle. Over supper at 
his house, Granovsky, Chaadaev, Belinsky (whenever he came over from St 
Petersburg) and others, ‘Westerners’ and so-called Slavophiles, argued out their 
differences. But while they idly chattered about anything ‘of significance in any 
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sphere of knowledge, in any literature or in any art’, Bakunin had taken a step 
which left them far behind. As Aileen Kelly was to write in 1982, Belinsky — who 
had told Bakunin in 1838 that the striving of his ego to develop was ‘fated to do 
so on an enormous scale’ — could not have predicted ‘the grandeur of the scale’ 
on which Bakunin would resolve his ‘inner chaos’ or the way he would invest 
‘the drama of his inner life’ and divided self ‘with apocalyptic significance’. 
Bakunin’s struggle to resolve his inner contradictions could now be seen as ‘part 
of a cosmic process of unceasing revolution.’? 

But to Bakunin in the spring of 1843 the admiration of Herzen, a congratu- 
latory letter from Belinsky or Botkin’s readiness to be reconciled with him 
brought little relief from his depression. These former friends of his repre- 
sented Russia, with which he had broken, and both it and they were now 
‘beyond my memory’. The only Russia he cared for and that remained alive in 
his fantasy was confined to Premukhino. He lusted for ‘deeds’ and had assured 
his siblings that he feared nothing and was ready to meet the great future await- 
ing him. But he felt stranded and as desolate in Switzerland as he had as a 
young artillery ensign in the Polish ‘desert’. To this was added his fear of going 
to prison, for he was overwhelmed by debts. 

Like Marx, who sometimes wished his mother were dead so that he might 
obtain what he considered his inheritance, Bakunin was haunted for decades by 
the idea that if only his portion of the Premukhino estate was sold, all his trou- 
bles would be over. But whereas Marx periodically wangled advances from his 
mother or his relatives, all that Bakunin ever managed was to offer the immi- 
nent prospect of his inheritance as security to gullible creditors, such as Ruge. 

In April, however, he decided to take a holiday. He knew an Italian singer by 
the name of Pescantini, from whom he had borrowed money in Dresden. Pes- 
cantini and his Russian-born wife owned a house on the island of St Pierre in 
Lake Bienne. Putting aside all his cares, Bakunin spent ro happy days there: ‘I 
strolled, sang, climbed mountains, enjoyed nature, translated Schelling, read 
some Italian, fantasized, built castles in the air and waited for you, Paul. 

Bakunin’s method of handling his creditors was unique. In March, before 
departing for Lake Bienne, he had written Ruge a letter to keep him at bay. Men- 
tioning that Follen had suggested he write a book about Russia, he informed Ruge 
that this was absolutely out of the question. The book would take a year to write: 
‘During all that time I would have to live at someone else’s expense’, and pride 
forbade him to do that for he had ‘firmly resolved never again to be financially 
obligated to anyone.’ The way he put it, his pride in ‘unlimited independence’ 
was the only possession he still had, and he must keep his honour unstained. In 
case this logic failed to convince Ruge, he added: ‘I must tell you, dear Ruge, that I 
feel a kind of revulsion at the idea of writing as the only source of income.’ 
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Next he sent Ruge a promissory note drawn on Turgenev’s bankers in St 
Petersburg. The note was for 2,500 Thaler instead of the 2,000 he owed. He 
asked Ruge to send him the balance which would keep him until summer.? 

On his return to Zurich at the beginning of May, Bakunin found himself in a 
situation which would have driven another man to despair. The St Petersburg 
bankers had refused to honour the note drawn on Turgenev’s account; Ruge 
was indignant and insisted on repayment; and Bakunin had other debts, 
amounting — as he now confessed to Premukhino — to some 10,000 roubles alto- 
gether. ‘Adieu mon honneur et ma liberté car on me mettra en prison’, he wrote to 
his siblings, declaring that he would ‘not evade the unpleasantness’ of jail, but 
would seek it out to prove to his creditors that ‘I had no intention of deceiving 
them... Had I less faith,’ he wrote, ‘I would really shoot myself’, but that would 
leave a stain on his honour without solving his debts. Besides begging that his 
father should sell his share of the estate, that his aunt should mortgage her 
land, that money should be borrowed from Turgenev or from Madame 
Yazikov,'® Bakunin made clear several points about his attitude towards debts. 
First, he broke them down into different classes. The most serious ones were 
those threatening imprisonment or dishonour. Other kinds could be disre- 
garded. Secondly, as he instructed his brother Paul, one must do one’s hon- 
ourable utmost to pay ‘our debts’, but this didn’t mean ‘that we must fall into 
despair if our efforts fail. Believe me, nothing will force me to lose my belief in 
my worth and my future.’ 

Thirdly, and most significantly — as he put it to Ruge when explaining why 
he would not alleviate his financial situation by writing a book on Russia — 
absolute independence was for him the sine qua non of his existence. What he 
was doing or not doing was dictated by ‘the inner necessity of my being’. 

The same applied to his new revolutionary confrontation with the world. For 
years he had preached to his small commune that his was a divine voice; not so 
long ago he had instructed Paul that, contrary to the philistine belief that one’s 
cherished fantasies were vacuous illusions, it was the reality of ‘ordinary life 
that is the most dreadful phantom’, shackling man by wretched little chains to 
be ‘thrown off by the force of faith and the force of will’. Bakunin neither shot 
himself nor went to work ‘in the sweat of my brow’ as a common labourer, as he 
kept assuring everyone he would if everything else failed. 

Having exploded in The Reaction in Germany all the theories of the ‘castrated 
philosophers’, he was himself reduced for the moment to theorizing about ‘the 
dawn of the new world’, a world ‘that we sense within us’, yet predicated to 
arise on the rubble of the existing one. But where was he to take the army of 
followers needed to destroy it? In the midst of his indolent days in Switzerland 
he found the answer in Weitling’s Guarantees of Harmony and Freedom. 
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‘Only the people’, Weitling had written, ‘have the audacity to put the arm of 
destruction to work.’ The phrase came to Bakunin like a revelation. Weitling’s 
Communism appealed so little to him that in an article in Frobel’s Schweizer 
Republikaner he described it as ‘a form of unbearable oppression imposed on a 
herd in pursuit of exclusively material aims.’ Suddenly, however, he realized 
that the proletarian ‘herd’ was ‘the people — and by the people I understand the 
majority, the broadest masses, of the poor and oppressed.” Communism, he went 
on,was still crude and too materialist, but — like ‘all the great acts of history, all 
liberating revolutions, it has issued from the people,’ and the people with their 
‘creative fire’ were destined to bring about ‘the society of brotherhood and 
freedom, the Kingdom of God on earth... a new religion, a religion of democ- 
racy.’ For in line with his concept of ‘creative’ destruction, 


it is only possible to create, really create, through a truly electrifying 
contact with the people. Christ and Luther came out of the simple 
people, and if the heroes of the French Revolution set with a mighty 
hand the first foundation of the future temple of freedom and equal- 
ity, they were able to do so only because they were reborn in the tem- 
pestuous sea of the people’s life." 


In the people with their destructive-creative ‘fire’ Bakunin found not only the 
chief agent in history, not only the bearer of that ‘holy spirit of freedom and 
equality’ which became the secular substitute for God and the Absolute in his 
new ‘religion’ — a religion which had revealed itself to the people ‘in thunder 
and lightning’ in the French Revolution — but also his future international rebel 
army. As Richard Hare observed, if Bakunin had decided to become a man of 
action earlier, he might have risen to glory as a Russian Governor or Field 
Marshal. As it was, exiled and penniless, he had no alternative but to ‘recruit his 
own private army and general staff from the crowd of international malcontents 
and riff-raff.’'? 

Hare did not mention who this ‘riff-raff were, but it will be shown how 
Bakunin might have come to the idea of recruiting them. For the moment, after 
returning to Zurich from his vacation with the Pescantinis, he found that his 
load of debts had been taken care of during his absence. His long-time friend 
and devotee, Natalie Beyer, had dramatically urged his siblings at Premukhino 
to tell their parents that, unless they redeemed their eldest son immediately, the 
day might come when no amount of ‘gold or remorse’ would appease ‘the awful 
knowledge that they have lost him, perhaps caused his death.’ As a result, the 
feeble old Count Alexander Bakunin had scratched together 1,800 roubles, 
which were on their way to Michael. Tatyana, for her part, had appealed to 
Turgenev to pay the 2,000 Thaler Michael owed to Ruge, eliciting from Tur- 
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genev the icy letter which hurt her for the rest of her life. Turgenev, however, 
who had been separately approached by Ruge, sent Michael 2,200 roubles in 
two instalments. 

With his mind thus eased, Michael was ready for the major event of his life 
so far — his meeting with the tailor Wilhelm Weitling. The latter arrived in 
Zurich in May 1843 with a letter of introduction from Herwegh. So impressed 
was Bakunin by Weitling’s proud and dignified bearing, not to mention the rev- 
olutionary ‘passion and fire’ he descried in this manual worker — the first ‘prole- 
tarian’ he had ever spoken to — that in answer to Ruge’s pessimism about the 
prospects of revolution he held up the tailor’s ‘faith in the liberation and the 
future of the enslaved majority’. He extolled the ‘creative fire... the warmth and 
flame’ burning in the common workers Weitling represented. ‘Communism 
does not spring from theory but from the people’s instinct, and this is never 
mistaken.’ Referring to Weitling’s own revolutionary passion, Bakunin, who for 
psychosexual reasons had no outlet for the turbulent passions that agitated his 
own being, remarked to Ruge with obvious envy: ‘What indefinable bliss such 
striving and such power give a person.’3 

The idea of putting the people’s ‘arm of destruction’ to work, of leading it 
‘to construct among the ruins and the putrefaction that surround us a new 
world of freedom and beauty’, gave Bakunin the sense of limitless power he 
lusted for all his life. The people with their simple practical ‘instinct’ became 
the instrument for achieving the creative and ‘liberating’ task which only a few 
thinkers and poets were ‘noble enough to surrender themselves’ to totally and 
irrevocably, a task for which he was ready ‘to give all my life and blood’. And, 
given the fact that he knew no other reality than that shaped by his fantasy and 
satisfying his ‘inner needs’, it should come as no surprise that he would begin to 
see in the people his partner in nothing less than an Idealist-Romantic ‘love’- 
affair, as is evident from his alternate use of ‘they’ and ‘she’ in the following 
passage of a Jetter he was to send to Premukhino two years later: 


I am passionately in love. I do not know if I am able to be loved as I 
would like, but... I know that they [sic!] do care for me a great deal. I 
want to, I must deserve the love of the one I love religiously, actively. 
She is now enslaved by the most terrible, the most shameful slavery, 
and I must liberate her by struggling against her oppressors...'+ 


From this it would be only a short step to Bakunin’s writing to the Herweghs, 
another two years later: ‘I await my... bride — the revolution. We will be truly 
happy, that is, begin to be our true selves only then, when the whole world is 
engulfed in flame.’ The political element in Bakunin’s philosophy of violent 
revolution was always bound up with the personal. But it was not before 1981 
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that Arthur Mendel made the first attempt to work out in detail the connection 
between ‘his impotence, his incestual attraction to his sister Tatyana, his mar- 
riage in which the children were fathered by a close friend and follower’ and his 
theories and actions. 

In Bakunin’s falling ‘passionately in love’ with the ‘people’ and his whole 
ecstatic rhetoric about the people’s ‘electric contact’, their ‘passion and fire’, 
their ‘warmth and flame’, Mendel has seen not only his way of releasing pent- 
up ‘animal passions, but also a way of maternal reunion that was both narcissis- 
tic and... incestual.’"5 

‘A vain, egotistical woman. None of her children loved her’, was to be one of 
Bakunin’s milder judgments of his mother. As he had written to his brother 
Nicholas in 1842 while he was still in Germany, he saw in his mother a woman of 
‘vulgar nature and unclean tendencies’. He not only accused her, in another letter 
written the same year, of having ‘ruined all our lives. Oh, how much harm mother 
did to [Tatyana]! How many crimes she has piled up behind herself >26 but three 
years later, unable to forgive her, he was to condemn her to utter damnation. 
Urging his siblings to stand together against all ‘enemies’, he directed his special 
venom against ‘our enemy — mother, for whom I have no feeling in my soul but 
damnation and the most profound disdain. She is the source of what is unclean in 
our family. Her presence, even her existence, is an offence to what is sacred.'7 

And the same year, in a letter to his brother Paul — the one in which he 
declared his passionate love for the people — his fury with his mother reached 
such a level that he wished on her the same merciless retribution as on his polit- 
ical enemies. 


As for our mother, J damn her. In my soul there is no room for any 
other feeling but hatred for her... Don’t call me cruel-hearted. It’s 
time for us to leave the world of fanciful and powerless sentimental- 
ity... Not forgiveness, but implacable war on our enemies, because 
they are the enemies of all that is human in us, enemies of our 
dignity, of our freedom... Yes, the capacity to hate is inseparable from 
the capacity to love. We must forgive our enemies only after we have 
thrown them down and utterly triumphed. But as long as they 
remain on their feet, no mercy and no respite!?® 


As early as 1937, E.H. Carr cited a contemporary witness to the effect that in 
his old age Bakunin ‘attributed his passion for destruction to the influence of 
his mother, whose despotic character inspired him with an insensate hatred of 
every restriction on liberty.’?9 

Carr left it at that, but Mendel’s ‘psychobiographical’ approach and his 
analysis of every scrap of Bakunin’s letters and writings led him in 1981 to the 
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startling conclusion that ‘it was his own oedipal dread’ of being drawn into the 
world of his ‘vulgar’ mother that ‘inspired such otherwise inexplicable outrage, 
strong enough to assault “even her existence”.’ 

Tracing Bakunin’s birth and oral imagery from the time when, at 20, he 
locked out the outer world to experience ‘a warmth so sweet’ and to be ‘fed and 
nurtured’ from within to his later talk of being ‘reborn in the tempestuous sea 
of the people’s life’, his constant ‘hunger’ and ‘thirst for revolution’, Mendel 
wrote: 


Bakunin is passionately in love with the ‘people’ as both nurturing 
mother (birth, hunger, thirst) and electrifying, intoxicating, sensual 
wife, able to provide the long-desired ‘paroxysm’, the ‘passion and the 
fire’. Both ‘warmth and flame’ are needed, the narcissistic ‘warmth 
so sweet’ and the sexual-incestual ‘passion and fire’.?° 


No less revealing, in Mendel’s view, was the love-hate dualism evident in 
Bakunin’s associating — in one and the same letter — ‘mother’ and ‘enemies’, and 
‘love’ and the ‘people’. Mendel has cited chapter and verse to demonstrate 
Bakunin’s ‘sublimation of blocked sexual passion’ into apocalyptic revolution- 
ary fervour; but needless to say, it was his concomitant cynicism and lust for 
power, coupled with his striving to ‘go beyond’ and that spellbinding, charis- 
matic quality which enabled him to persuade people to risk their lives in the 
execution of the wildest plots, while himself going from strength to strength 
and achieving heroic fame through real or imaginary ‘suffering’, that were to 
make him a figure larger than life. 

Bakunin did not engage in any revolutionary activity in 1843. He spent most 
of the summer and autumn disporting himself with the Pescantinis at a villa 
they had bought near Nyon overlooking Lake Geneva, where — true to form — 
he created mischief between the couple by trying to ‘liberate’ Johanna Pescant- 
ini from her husband. Nevertheless, through his meeting with Wilhelm 
Weitling and his discovery of the ‘people’, Switzerland was an important 
station in the development of the social message that was to become part and 
parcel of his total war for the overthrow of ‘existing reality’. 

Weitling was by all accounts an extraordinary personality. Bakunin did not 
bother to study his plans for organizing the perfect society. He was impressed 
by Weitling’s messianic fervour and his readiness to use the most violent means 
against the establishment and the rich. Indirect evidence to be published in 
Switzerland within weeks of the Weitling-Bakunin meeting showed that one of 
the means considered by the tailor was to unleash the ‘thieving proletariat’ — 
that is, to hasten the revolution and give it a violent push once it started by lib- 
erating 20,000 thieves, murderers and other criminals. 
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Although this idea was shot down by the Central Authority of the League of 
the Just and never appeared in the publications for which Weitling was to stand 
trial in the autumn of 1843, it is a reasonable assumption that the fanatical tailor 
discussed it with Bakunin. The latter, of course, knew that in Russia, too, as 
Richard Hare has put it, 


Pestels failed without Pugachovs. The former must enlist the bri- 
gand rank and file, and make their pent-up passions flow like molten 
lava... Lenin was at one with Bakunin when he exclaimed that he 
would rather employ a professional safe-breaker in the revolution 
than the philosopher Plekhanov.”* 


For the rest, Weitling’s statement in Guarantees of Harmony and Freedom that 
‘the perfect society has no government, only an administration; no laws, only 
obligations; no punishments, only corrections,’ suited Bakunin’s own tempera- 
ment and life-long opposition to all laws, ‘political, criminal or civil’, in any way 
restraining his liberty. He quoted it in his May 1843 letter to Ruge, adding: ‘We 
begin decisively, more and more resolutely to get rid of the old rubble.’ They 
must waste no time in starting to effect the apocalyptic ‘break between good and 
evil by catastrophic means.’ 


Karl Marx, reacting at the beginning of May to Ruge’s despair of ever seeing a 
revolution in Germany, bolstered his spirit with entirely different arguments. 
The contrast between his rational approach and Bakunin’s temperamental and 
‘instinctive’ one forecast that these two protagonists — who were to meet a year 
or so later — would never be able to get along and were ultimately destined to 
clash like two gladiators in the Socialist arena. 

Already in March, writing from Holland, Marx had observed to Ruge that, 
‘in comparison with the greatest Germans, even the least Dutchman is still a 
citizen.” Abroad, the despotism and ‘the perverted nature of our [Prussian] 
state’ stood revealed for all the world to see, making one hide one’s face in 
shame. ‘Revolutions’, he went on, ‘are not made by shame’, but ‘shame is a rev- 
olution in itself... Shame is a kind of anger turned in on itself. And if a whole 
nation were to feel ashamed it would be like a lion recoiling in order to spring.’ 

Marx was aware that ‘even this shame’ was not yet to be found in philistine 
Germany. But it was precisely its ‘desperate situation’, he told Ruge in his May 
letter, that filled him with hope: ‘Let the dead bury the dead and mourn them. 
In contrast, it is enviable to be the first to enter upon a new life; this shall be our 
lot. True, the old world belongs to the philistines. But we must not treat them as 
bogeymen and shrink from them in terror.’ On closer inspection these lords of 
the world 
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are lords of the world only in the sense that they fill it with their 
presence, as worms fill a corpse. They require nothing more than a 
number of servants. Their ownership of land and people... does not 
make them any less philistine than their servants, [who] accumulate 
for their masters like a breed of slaves or a stud of horses. 


‘This whole society’, Marx went on, ‘is geared to the hereditary masters.’ All 
the latter wished was ‘to live and procreate. In this they are like animals.’ 

Politically, the whole of Prussia struck him as an ‘animal kingdom’ (emphasis 
in the original), in which the King was ‘the only political person’. While his 
caprices constituted ‘the thought and action of the Prussian state, the masters 
accept themselves as they are and place their feet where they naturally belong: 
on the necks of the political animals who have no other vocation than to be their 
“loyal, obedient subjects”.’ 

Against this stark picture of a ‘dehumanized’ society produced by centuries 
of barbarism, Marx posited the notion that by re-awakening ‘man’s self-esteem 
and sense of freedom’ a community of men would ultimately be achieved that 
‘can fulfil their highest need, a democratic state’. 

Among the reasons he cited for his confidence was the prospect of an alliance 
between ‘the thinking people’ and ‘the suffering people’, i.e., between the intel- 
ligentsia and the proletariat, although Marx did not use these terms. In an accu- 
rate prognosis of the historic process he further forecast that 


the system of industry and commerce, of property and the exploita- 
tion of man, will lead much faster than the increase of population to 
a rupture within existing society which the old system cannot heal 
because, far from healing and creating, it knows only to exist and 
enjoy. 


‘The more time history allows thinking mankind to reflect and suffering man- 
kind to collect its strength’, Marx assured Ruge, ‘the more perfect will be the 
fruit which the present now bears in its womb.’?” 

Although Lenin was to detect indications of Marx’s transition ‘from revolu- 
tionary democratism to Communism’ in his early articles in the Rheinische 
Zeitung, it will be noticed that in the letter of May 1843 to Ruge — written from 
Cologne — Marx did not name ‘the fruit’ gestating in the womb. Communism 
preoccupied him; one might say it was gestating in his mind, as is evident in his 
discussing the ‘existing’ forms of it in a third letter to Ruge later in the year. But 
more time was to pass before he devised his own version of it. 

On 10 May, he left for Dresden to meet Ruge in person and discuss the state 
of the projected German-French Yearbooks with him and his new partner, 
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Fröbel, who was ready to co-finance the new venture and had promised to come 
to Dresden. Marx was still there on the 21st when his marriage banns were 
published at the civil registry office in Kreuznach. Some trouble in Switzerland 
forced Fröbel to postpone his visit. On the 26th, his post as co-editor of the 
future monthly having been assured by Ruge, Marx hastened to Jenny in 
Kreuznach to complete the preparations for their wedding. 

On 8 June, a few days before they were to sign a marriage contract at her 
mother’s house, Switzerland was rocked by a series of sensational develop- 
ments. First, Weitling was arrested in Zurich; and shortly after that the police 
raided Professor Frébel’s publishing house and confiscated an inflammatory 
volume edited by Herwegh. Then the authorities published an official report — 
‘The Communists in Switzerland, According to Weitling’s Papers’ — which 
alarmed the chancelleries of Europe, warning as it did that Weitling and his 
clandestine League of the Just had established ‘a spider’s web’ of international 
connections and were conspiring to undermine the established order of the 
church and the monarchies. 

At Kreuznach, Marx and Jenny went about their business undisturbed. The 
marriage contract, signed on 12 June and witnessed by a notary, established a 
community of goods between the couple, but exempted each of the partners 
from liability for any premarital debts contracted or inherited by the other. 
Seven days later they were married at Kreuznach’s civil registry office and — on 
the same day — married again in a religious ceremony in the town’s Protestant- 
Evangelical Pauluskirche. Four local residents, including a doctor of medicine 
and an innkeeper, acted as witnesses at the first function, and two others at the 
religious ceremony. 

Few people attended either event. Of the Westphalen family, none but Jen- 
ny’s mother and her younger brother Edgar were present. Marx’s mother had 
given her agreement to his marriage in writing in January, but neither she nor 
any of his 5 sisters — including Sophie, who had been his faithful go-between 
with Jenny during the secret phase of their engagement — came to celebrate the 
occasion with him. 

The double boycott seems to have disturbed the alienated Marx less than it 
did his bride. The newly-weds, having waited for 7 years for this consummation, 
were presumably happy as they departed on their honeymoon to Schaffhausen 
and the Rhine Falls in Switzerland. Their love had triumphed, thanks chiefly to 
Jenny’s having withstood a long endurance test. Almost as soon as they were 
back in Kreuznach and under her mother’s roof, waiting to hear from Ruge and 
Fröbel whether they were to emigrate to Brussels or Paris — depending on the 
choice of venue for the German-French Yearbooks — she got a foretaste of what 


their married life would be like. 
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Marx, withdrawing ‘from the public stage’ into his study, was to spend the 
rest of the summer and the beginning of autumn immersed in an ‘ocean of 
books’. Besides Montesquieu’s L'Esprit des Lois, Machiavelli’s J! Principe, 
Rousseau’s Contrat Social and works on the French Revolution, he read some 
20 history books — histories of France, Venice, Poland, Germany, Sweden, the 
United States, and a 7-volume history of England. Several others of those 
mentioned being multi-volume editions, it has been calculated that he went 
through, digested or consulted about 30 volumes altogether, comprising more 
than 10,000 pages. 

He was at last setting to work on a two-part essay, ‘Critique of Hegel’s Phi- 
losophy of Right’, in which, with all due respect to his admired master, he was 
going to repudiate, paragraph by paragraph, Hegel’s doctrine of the state and 
his glorification of its monarch. For historical background he copied and incor- 
porated into it extensive, sometimes 50-pages-long, excerpts as well as notes 
from the sources mentioned. This essay, running to 130 pages in print — of 
which he had actually written to Ruge more than a year earlier that it was fin- 
ished — was to take him quite a while to complete. 


Wilhelm Weitling was to be tried on a variety of charges, including instigation 
to crimes against property, incitement to rebellion, and also blasphemy, for hav- 
ing sent to the printer a book — The Gospel of a Poor Sinner (Das Evangelium des 
armen Sünders) — depicting Jesus as a Communist and the illegitimate child of 
‘a poor girl’, Mary. His arrest and the official report accusing the Paris-based 
League of the Just of an international conspiracy are reminders that Heine, in 
the early 1830s, for all his conflict with Ludwig Borne, had expressed his 
envious admiration for the ability of that sophisticated writer and aesthete to 
speak in the tones of a ‘people’s tribune’ when addressing 600 semi-literate 
German tailor’s apprentices in a hall on Montmartre on the need for revolution. 

Those tailor’s apprentices tell us something about the composition of the 
German colony in Paris. When Weitling arrived there in 1836, he found that 
half of the 15,000 Germans there were journeymen tailors, cobblers and car- 
penters. The colony grew at a staggering rate — within the next 10 or 11 years it 
swelled to 70,000 (some say 80,000) souls. But the ratio of journeymen tailors, 
cobblers and carpenters remained steady: by 1847, according to the best statis- 
tics, 34,000 plied these three trades. The rest were artisans — blacksmiths, 
tanners, masons, locksmiths, printers, mechanics and assorted manual workers 
— or shop assistants and servants. 

Less than 1,000 were described as merchants, diplomats, journalists, artists 
or simply ‘adventurers’. The number of political refugees, however, at no time 
exceeded several hundred. In 1832 several of them, encouraged by Borne, had 
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formed the League of the Outlawed (Bund der Gedchteten), which called for 
political freedom in Prussia and the other German states. In 1834 its radical 
wing split away to form the secret League of the Just (Bund der Gerechten). 
Consisting mostly of artisans and apprentices, it added social agitation to the 
earlier platform and demanded ‘bread and education for the masses’. Weitling, 
who was 27 when he reached Paris in 1836, quickly rose in its ranks and by 1837 
had become a member of its presiding Central Authority. 

The League of the Just was involved in Blanqui’s 1839 insurrection (or so 
Engels was to claim half a century later). Although the extent of its participa- 
tion has never been ascertained, one of its leaders, Karl Schapper — a seasoned 
revolutionary who had taken part in Mazzini’s expedition to Savoy in 1834 — 
was caught at one of Blanqui’s barricades; and a number of German artisans 
were among those arrested or dispersed during the abortive putsch.”4 

Whether they were out in the street by accident or on the League’s orders, it 
is known that, while for many years the French workers resented the growing 
number of Germans who undercut their wages — leading to fierce clashes in the 
proletarian Faubourg St Antoine — the League of the Just had by now estab- 
lished contact with Blanqui’s Société des Saisons and other French secret soci- 
eties. 

In the searches which followed the unsuccessful insurrection, some of the 
League’s papers were seized. Schapper, after spending 6 months in jail, was 
expelled to England. For a time, nothing more was heard of the League of the 
Just, and it was thought that it had been smashed for good together with Blan- 
qui’s organization. It had, however, only gone underground under Weitling’s 
leadership. 

Born in October 1808 in Prussian Magdeburg on the Elbe, a town ravaged 
in the fighting of the Napoleonic wars, Weitling was the product of a chance 
encounter between a French officer, Guillaume Terijon, and a German house- 
maid. Terijon spoke of having him legitimized and educated in France, but in 
1812 he marched off with the Grande Armée for Moscow, never to return. 

During the subsequent Prussian siege of Magdeburg, the boy was placed out 
‘of town in the care of his grandmother, who survived the privations of the time 
by selling ‘matches, lampwicks, tobacco and chicory’. Early apprenticed to a 
master tailor who worked him hard in exchange for lodging and providing him 
with his daily black bread and sauerkraut, he came out of his adolescence a 
handsome, blond, blue-eyed six-footer. 

At 18 or so he left Magdeburg, and for the next 10 years — without a passport 
or other papers, as he had never served in the army — he tramped his way back 
and forth across the German states and Austria, equipped only with a Wander- 
buch, the certified journeyman’s book in which every future employer would 
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record his name and his remarks on him. But for shorter or longer intervals 
during which he found employment as a ladies’ tailor in Hamburg, Leipzig, 
Dresden, Vienna, Paris and Vienna again, Weitling had spent most of his time 
on the road, walking from village to village, and often playing hide-and-seek 
with the Prussian police, to whom he was a fugitive army shirker. 

Although Weitling had barely finished elementary school, he had managed, 
during his wanderings, to teach himself Greek and Latin and to acquire a kind 
of education. When he settled in Paris and joined the League of the Just, he 
impressed its leaders with his eloquence. They quickly realized that in this 
young proletarian autodidact, who combined an ascetic way of life with the zeal 
of a Christian evangelist — and who besides knowing the Bible by heart was 
capable of quoting or referring to Aristotle and Pythagoras, Socrates and Homer 
— they had found a man who might be most effective at propagating their ideas 
among the workers. By 1838 the Central Authority had indeed charged Weitling 
with the task of formulating the League’s aims and programme. 

He carried this out in two successive volumes. Whereas the first, Mankind As 
It Is and As It Ought To Be (1838), harked back to the spirit of brotherly love 
which had characterized the early Christian communes and called for applica- 
tion of various Socialist-Communist ideas borrowed from Saint-Simon, 
Fourier and Robert Owen, the second — Guarantees of Harmony and Freedom,”4 
published in Switzerland in December 1842 — was a fervent and militant appeal 
to the masses of the oppressed to take their fate in their hands, to abolish the 
rule of money and overthrow the existing order by means of revolution, ‘not 
necessarily a bloody one, though twenty years of chaos wouldn’t be too great a 
price for the new social order’, for the purpose of establishing a ‘scientific form 
of Communist government’. Weitling contemplated three means for achieving 
social reform. First, propaganda, persuasion and enlightenment, all of which 
required ‘a free press and public trials’; second, ‘escalation of the existing disor- 
der’ to the point where ‘the people’s endurance will snap, this is the surest 
means.’ Thirdly, if all else failed, there was the lesson of history to be applied, 
which taught that ‘the religions spread by means of wars and revolution served 
to topple or to maintain dynasties and through wars and revolution the Refor- 
mation of the Church obtained recognition.’*5 

Asa last resort Weitling thus advocated ‘a war without mercy’, a social revo- 
lution which would be the ‘last theft’. The rich were to be disarmed; the prole- 
tariat would be given arms and form a people’s militia. Once power was seized, 
there must be no armistice and no truck with the enemy. ‘The head of the snake 
must be crushed at one blow.’ But he stressed several times that this did not 
mean staging ‘a bloodbath among the enemy or robbing him of his freedom, 
only depriving him of the means to hurt us.’ 
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Weitling was an internationalist. Not only was all private property to be 
abolished — though he offered state pensions to those willingly giving up theirs 
at the start of the age of universal brotherhood — but, he proclaimed, ‘the con- 
cept of different languages, of frontiers and fatherland, are of no more use to 
mankind than all existing religious dogmas. All these concepts are absolute tra- 
ditions whose damage becomes ever more palpable the longer they last.’ 

The League of the Just had two features which distinguished it from other 
early Communist or ‘proto-Communist’ groups and were to lend it an impor- 
tance quite beyond its numbers. For one thing, it had a tightly knit clandestine 
structure which was not only to survive its transmutation, before the end of the 
decade, into the Communist League, but to serve as a model — as Marx was to 
admit in 1860 in Herr Vogt — for the organization of the First International in 
1864. 

For another thing, the League of the Just had by 1843 established secret 
branches in England and Switzerland, which took their guidance and instruc- 
tions from the Central Authority in Paris. When Karl Schapper arrived in 
London as an exile in November 1840, he founded an Education Society (Bil- 
dungsverein) of German artisans which met regularly in Great Windmill Street. 
In 1842, he was joined by Heinrich Bauer, another member of the League’s 
Central Authority expelled from Paris. Bauer was a shoemaker. Schapper had a 
university education but made his living as a printer. The two had no difficulty 
establishing a branch of the League among the German workers in London, to 
which the Education Society with its wide variety of activities — lectures on 
history, geography, labour relations, politics, astronomy, etc., besides language 
and singing lessons, dance evenings and other entertainments — served as a con- 
venient front. Unmolested by the police, who did not feel that any radical opin- 
ions entertained by these aliens threatened Britain, the English branch of the 
League of the Just, starting with about 100 members, was eventually to absorb 
several other existing German associations in London. 

A year earlier, in May 1841, the Central Authority had sent Weitling to 
Switzerland, to spread the League’s message there. Although the Swiss police 
kept an eye on him, and he was often forced to move from canton to canton, he 
managed, in an extraordinary spurt of activity in the two years before his arrest, 
to organize or infiltrate a variety of workers’ educational clubs, singing soci- 
eties, communal! dining halls and cooperative taverns, and to turn them into 
branches or recruitment centres of the League in Lausanne, Vevey, Neuchatel, 
Geneva, Zurich, Aarau, Winterthur, St Gallen, Bern and other places. At the 
same time, while living frugally by his needle and subsisting on a pittance, he 
maintained a vast correspondence, wrote and singlehandedly produced a 
monthly, The Young Generation, and while his major work, Guarantees of Har- 
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mony and Freedom, was still in the press, he set to work on The Gospel of a Poor 
Sinner. 

The Central Authority in Paris, which continued to function clandestinely 
under the leadership of a Danzig-born physician, Dr August Hermann Ewer- 
beck, and a former Berlin philologist and poet, Germain Maurer, wanted this 
volume to ‘shake the Germans to the root of their soul’; and at the beginning of 
1843 it had pressed the tailor to have it ready in time for the Leipzig Fair. 
Weitling received mail under several aliases and his May visit to Zurich, where 
he was to land in the arms of the police, had been prompted by Dr Ewerbeck’s 
directing him to establish ‘close and intimate contacts with Bakunin and Fröbel; 
this will profit you (and our cause)’. 

He had earlier been sent 75 francs ‘for clothes, so that you should no longer 
appear as a ragged beggar.’27 


The investigation of Weitling was conducted by Johann Caspar Bluntschli, the 
most powerful figure on (and later president of) Zurich’s conservative Grand 
Council. A good deal of the post received by Weitling for over a year had been 
seized on his arrest during the night of 7—8 June 1843, and within a month or so 
Bluntschli was able to submit his report, The Communists in Switzerland, 
According to Weitling’s Papers, to the Zurich Council. This document exposed 
almost in full the Paris League of the Just’s Swiss connection, but it contained 
some other interesting revelations. The name of Weitling’s successor at the 
helm of the League, Dr Ewerbeck, hardly rings a bell today, but in the 1840s it 
was ‘marked in red ink’ (in the language of a contemporary account) and kept 
on file in the chancelleries of various European governments, including those of 
all the German states. Dr Ewerbeck’s subversive non-medical activities were 
closely watched by the French police, the Prussian Embassy in Paris, and by 
authorities as far as St Petersburg, who kept track of him through ‘Russian 
spies masquerading as democrats in France and Germany’. 

Interest in the Weitling case thus exceeded both the scope of the charges 
against him and the borders of Switzerland. The sensation caused by 
Bluntschli’s report, which was widely sold and distributed, had hardly died 
down when, on 19 July, the Zurich police raided Professor Frébel’s Literary 
Comptoir. The success of this radical publishing house had long been an irritant 
to Bluntschli and the canton’s Grand Council. Bluntschli’s men confiscated 
copies of a German volume which bore the title, Tiventy-one Sheets from 
Switzerland (Einundzwanzig Bogen aus der Schweiz). Edited by Herwegh, it con- 
tained articles and essays from the pens of, among others, Dr Bruno Bauer, 
Arnold Ruge, Moses Hess, David Strauss and young Engels. Most of these 
articles — in some of which the church and the monarchies were savaged in 
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unprecedented terms — had been collected or commissioned by Herwegh for 
the Deutsche Bote, the projected monthly which Prussia had banned in advance 
of its publication. The volume with its ironic title — volumes of more than 20 
printed sheets were formally exempt from Prussian censorship, though they 
could always be suppressed — thus represented the poet’s revenge for the humil- 
iating ‘finis’ which the Prussian King had written to his triumphal tour of Ger- 
many. 

Herwegh’s revenge was all the sweeter as copies of Twenty-one Sheets had 
already been shipped into Germany before Frébel’s premises were ransacked. 
But the embarrassment this caused the Swiss as well as the German authorities 
was a laughing-matter compared to the shocking contents of the publication. 
One article, entitled “The Philosophy of Action’ (Die Philosophie der Tat), con- 
tained the following: ‘Gods and monarchs are sanctified persons raised above 
reality, and thus no persons at all; the monarch, like God, is incomprehensible 
majesty — to be adored without further thought by falling on our knees.’ 

In other passages religion and politics, i.e., the church and the state, were 
described as twin molochs. “The state is a facsimile copy of the Christian God, 
who allows His first-born Son to be crucified, and looking with pleasure on the 
sacrifice, builds His Church “on this rock” of martyrdom.’ The Christian God 
in his turn, the writer went on, had copied this from the Jewish ‘Moloch- 
Jehovah’ who demanded the sacrifice of the firstborn. Admittedly, the Jews had 
substituted animals for sacrifice, but originally and fundamentally it was human 
sacrifice on which both church service and state service were built, and in the 
igth century priests and kings continued to feed ‘on the sweat and blood of 
their subjects,’2® 

Coming on top of Bluntschli’s report and the revelation of Weitling’s blas- 
phemous treatment of Christ, this could not but raise the blood-pressure of 
conservative or simply church-going, law-abiding citizens. The fact that a well- 
known poet like Georg Herwegh had lent his name to a collection of such 
revolting material added to the scandal in both Switzerland and Germany. 

In Cologne, Moses Hess, who was on a summer visit to his home town from 
Paris, feared imminent arrest. He was the author of the violent diatribe against 
the church and the state, as well as two other articles in Twenty-one Sheets 
which — besides setting the tone of the whole publication — were to have no 
small influence on Marx. Attacked on 18 July in a Swiss newspaper, Hess at the 
same time found himself named in Bluntschli’s report, which quoted letters 
from Dr Ewerbeck to Weitling describing Hess as a man who was excellent at 
converting ‘the highly educated’ to Communism. Expecting to be detained for 
questioning by the Prussian police, Hess considered hastening his return to 
Paris, but in the end thought better of it. He stayed on in Cologne long enough 
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to meet Ruge, who came to see him at the end of July, in company with Fröbel 
himself. 

In the midst of the uproar involving his firm in Zurich, Fröbel had come 
over to help Ruge with the starting capital for the foundation of the German- 
French Yearbooks. Ruge had just been to see Marx at Kreuznach, to inform him 
that, once the place of publication was decided upon, their long-planned 
monthly could be launched in a matter of months. In Cologne, Ruge and Fröbe! 
secured Hess’s participation in the project. 

At the beginning of August, Hess departed with Ruge for Brussels. It took 
them only a few days to decide that the Belgian capital with its small and politi- 
cally disinterested German colony was no suitable location for a radical 
monthly, and they went on to Paris. Arriving there on the gth, Hess — who had 
already met most of the leading French Socialist and Communist thinkers — 
began to take Ruge round to such figures as Cabet, Considérant, Blanc and 
Leroux, with a view to enlisting their collaboration on the new Franco-German 
periodical. 

Fröbel continued for a while to travel about Germany, making various busi- 
ness arrangements. In Zurich, Councillor Bluntschli fumed. Weitling’s mail 
showed that Fröbel had refused to meet him in Zurich, warning him — in a com- 
munication made on 5 March 1843, through the Swiss Communist August 
Becker — not to risk showing his face in Zurich at all, and that after reading 
Weitling’s incriminating Gospel of a Poor Sinner he had refused to publish it, 
letting him know, again through Becker, that ‘at this moment the fate of 
Zurich’s whole radical party is on his {[Frdbel’s] conscience [i.e., at stake] and to 
preach Communism now may well trigger a second Straussiade’,”? leading to 
untoward political consequences, as had the Ziiriputsch provoked by the offer of 
a professorship to the controversial theologian David Strauss. 

Although very cautious in his contacts with Weitling, Fröbel had sent him, 
through another intermediary, lists of radical booksellers in Germany to help 
distribute The Gospel of a Poor Sinner there. Fröbel, however, was far from 
being a convinced Communist. Rather, he was a bourgeois idealist and radical 
‘democrat’. He abhorred the idea of abolishing private property, but realizing 
that ‘the down-trodden and oppressed people’ might one day discover that they 
were the huge majority of mankind, he had opened the pages of the bi-weekly 
Schweizer Republikaner to every social theorist and agitator, including Becker, 
Weitling and Bakunin. 

In an ambiguous message to Weitling, he had asked Becker to convey that 
only the future would show how far he could agree ‘with the various ideas of 
Communism, but meanwhile my heart belongs to the cause. I divide people into 
either egotists or Communists, and in that sense I belong to the latter.’ He was, 
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in short, a sympathizer, or to use an anachronistic term, a ‘fellow-traveller’ of 
early Communism. 

Regardless of Frébel’s sentiments, Bluntschli saw in him nothing less than a 
public danger. He had been seeking the opportunity to smash Frébel’s political 
publishing house ever since May, even before Weitling’s arrest. The professor’s 
indirect support of Weitling, coupled with the fact that his Literary Comptoir 
had published Herwegh’s Tmenty-One Sheets, gave him his pretext. 

Fröbel was to be prosecuted for an ‘offence against religion’. More immedi- 
ately, and even worse, Bluntschli’s report discredited Frobel’s publishing house 
politically and was to ruin it financially. Frobel was forced to give up control of 
the Schweizer Republikaner; and although Arnold Ruge and August Follen 
joined that summer in pouring money into the Literary Comptoir, the publish- 
ing house which had become the main centre of politico-philosophical and lit- 
erary opposition to the reactionary regimes in Germany was forced to retrench 
—and to close down a couple of years later. 

Bluntschli regarded Fröbel as a seditious publisher around whom Hess, the 
poet Herwegh, Dr Bruno Bauer, David Strauss and the other writers of Twenty- 
One Sheets had formed a Communist ‘ring’ operating parallel, or in some form 
of association, with Weitling’s secret League of the Just to undermime the 
established order of society. Bluntschli was firmly convinced that they were 
engaged — as he wrote later — in an 


undisguised attempt to recommend Christianity and the monarchy 
to the hatred of the peoples as ‘heavenly and earthly tyrannies’ to be 
overthrown, their expectation being that an alliance between 
German philosophy, which extirpates religion, and the French polit- 
ical spirit, which takes equality seriously and breeds Communism, 


will improve the world. 


Bluntschli wrote this when describing Tmenty-One Sheets in his reminiscences, 
published some 40 years after the event.3° But as Hess had openly declared both 
these tendencies — down to the use of the term ‘heavenly and earthly tyrants’ — 
Bluntschli hardly needed that much time to reach his conclusion, and acted on 
it in 1843. 

As for Weitling, he was brought to trial in the autumn of that year for blas- 
phemy and the other charges mentioned. The prosecution did not fail to bring 
up the hope expressed by Weitling that by 1844 he would have 40,000 followers, 
enough to start ‘the revolution’, especially if half this force were to consist of 
professional criminals somehow to be taken out of jail. 

The fact that this ‘apparent plan’ was inferred from the letters addressed to 
him by Dr Ewerbeck and others — for Weitling’s own letters had escaped confis- 
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cation — had forced Bluntschli to admit that, even if executed, this ‘impractical’ 
plan would at worst have caused public disorder, without ‘breaking up the 
state’. Actually, from Paris a shocked Dr Ewerbeck had reacted to Weitling’s 
fantasy by writing him that to let 20,000 rascals loose on society was ‘like trying 
to found the kingdom of heaven by unleashing the furies of hell’; and Becker, as 
well as the Communist journalist Sebastian Seiler and other correspondents, 
had all joined in bringing Weitling to his senses by variously reminding him 
that ‘we cannot kill the world with raw iron, we must first kill it morally, only 
then can we bury it’, or that to use criminals would not only pervert all the 
noble reformist ideas of Communism but went against his own morality.3! 

Indeed, the whole idea contrasted so strongly with Weitling’s religious and 
moral inspiration — and with his efforts to raise the self-esteem of the manual 
workers of his day, to teach them dignity, honour and respect for others ~ that it 
has been rightly dismissed as the ‘temporary aberration of a highly overworked 
and unusually excitable individual’. 

Weitling seems to have written The Gospel of a Poor Sinner during the spring 
of 1843 in a state of growing emotional and nervous tension. Although warned 
of the danger of showing himself in Zurich, he had decided he must 


plant our flag in the enemy camp... Persecution will promote our 
cause. I must go to Zurich, where the people are being misused by a 
hypocritical priest-ridden party,... Let me be the persecuted. Yea, I 
will take my cross to Zurich; if it becomes too heavy to carry, some 
Simon will surely turn up there.3? 


He was driven by a sense of urgency, and during the months he was to spend in 
jail his main fear was that he might be killed before accomplishing his mission. 
He suspected the Chief Warden of having hired a murderer, or charged the 
prison doctor, to do him in quickly. At his trial the tall, blue-eyed 34-year-old 
tailor, who normally cut a handsome figure with his neatly trimmed beard, 
looked gaunt and haggard. Speaking in his own defence, he said rather blandly 
that beyond wishing ‘to wipe out property’ he had never preached armed 
revolt. Eloquently and with great vigour he refuted the charge of having blas- 
phemed Jesus. He admitted that in the Gospel of a Poor Sinner he had written 
that over the centuries love had gone out of religion until it became a slavery 
‘and the God of Christianity was turned into a monster, a God with human fea- 
tures, yet without human weaknesses’; but, while regretting the use of so crass a 
word as monster, he submitted that his criticism was directed against the notion 
of the supernatural Jesus and not against the person of Christ. To drive home 
his point, he argued that on the same basis as he was being charged even ‘the 
New Testament itself, if it were to be printed for the first time in Zurich, is not 
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sure to escape confiscation.’ And he quoted the verses — in Epistle to the Rom- 
ans 8:3, II Corinthians 5:21 and Galatians 3:13 — in which Paul variously called 
Jesus a sin, a curse and cursed. 

Jesus himself, he remarked, never called himself ‘God’, only ‘the Son’ or 
‘Son of man’. And reciting more New Testament verses, he declared that but 
for Jesus’s being ‘set on the right side of the throne of the Majesty in heavens 
(Epistle to the Hebrews, 3:1) we can be one with him... be resurrected and glori- 
fied with him and yea, according to Matthew 5:48 we can be perfect even as God 
Himself.’ His argument was that it was Paul who had made Jesus ‘spiritually 
more perfect’ than ordinary mortals. To Weitling, Jesus was ‘a prophet of free- 
dom and love, and if, according to John, God is the word and love, Jesus is also 
God.”33 

Weitling was sentenced to 6 months in prison. Professor Fröbel got off with a 
lighter sentence: two months for his ‘offence against religion’. Altogether Weit- 
ling spent nearly a whole year in a Swiss jail before he was expelled to his native 
Prussia. During the last three months of his incarceration he lived, by his own 
account, in a state of nightmarish anxiety, fearing a plot to kill him or declare 
him insane. Every rattle at his door made him wince. “The unexpected appear- 
ance of the Chief Warden would freeze my tongue with fear,’ he noted in his 
journal. ‘At night I barricaded my door in order not to be taken unawares. I feel 
that one can go berserk here.’ At times, when he felt his head throb and feared 
that he was really going mad, he would collect himself and overcome his terror 
by starting to sing or count numbers. 

Yet, after every bout of dread and despair, Weitling — who before leaving for 
Zurich had assessed the promotional value of persecution — pulled himself up 
with the thought that his very suffering would hasten his eventual triumph. He 
concluded his second defence speech with a peroration thanking his judges for 
having lit 


a magic fire in my breast: on my resurrection it will light up your 
shame, and to my friends it will be an incendiary torch, a firebrand... I 
am happy and proud to be the accused and not the accuser... I have cel- 
ebrated my resurrection, proceed ye now with the Last Judgment.34 


This and his copious use of biblical imagery when speaking of himself, some- 
times in words alluding directly to the Passion of Christ, have led to the sugges- 
tion that the mystically inclined tailor had come to see himself not simply as a 
crusader but as a ‘second Jesus’ and the Messiah of Communism who would 
redeem the world of the evils of Mammon. 

After Weitling’s extradition the following year, Heine was to run into him at 
Campe’s bookshop in Hamburg. He recorded ‘the famous tailor’s’ habit of lifting 
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his right knee to his chin with one hand and rubbing his ankle with the other. 
When Heine inquired what itched him, Weitling replied that it was the scars left 
by the manacles with which he had been chained to the walls of the prison. 

His sensational trial made Weitling internationally known. Heine may have 
been repelled by the tone of feigned indifference with which, hiding his conceit, 
Weitling drew attention to the signs of his ‘martyrdom’; yet to the discontented 
riff-raff of his day these were the stigmata marking the true revolutionary belie- 
ver, and the sincerity and fervour Weitling brought to the recital of the woes of 
the poor, in terms taken from his own experience, spoke directly to the hearts of 
the manual craftsmen, journeymen and apprentices whom industrialization had 
pushed to the margin of society. So did the prospect he held out to them of a 
world without privileged princes and priests, ‘without frontiers and fatherlands’ 
and generals who marched off cohorts of men ‘like marionettes’ to be killed in 
senseless wars, a world in which the money of the rich would be replaced by new 
currency notes bearing the imprint ‘worth one hour (or fifteen minutes, or what- 
ever time length) of real labour’ instead of the face of some autocratic ruler, and 
everyone would have access to free education, old-age relief and to the possibili- 
ties offered by science in an age of universal equality and social justice. 

To the extent that Germany’s workers were at all socially conscious, Weitling 
was their hero. His Guarantees of Harmony and Freedom went into three print- 
ings and was translated into French, Swedish and Norwegian. He also made an 
impression in progressive intellectual circles. Ludwig Feuerbach, the material- 
ist philosopher and theologian, who in his Essence of Christianity had declared 
God to be merely a projection of man’s mind, called Weitling ‘the prophet’ of 
the working class; Gottfried Keller, the Swiss novelist and poet, applauded ‘the 
spirit and fire’ of Weitling’s writings; Karl Marx was to acclaim his Guarantees 
of Harmony and Freedom as ‘the brilliant literary debut of the German workers’ 
and to hail Weitling as a ‘theorist of genius’. 

And Heine, for all his reservations about the tailor and his ideas, called his 
Guarantees ‘the catechism of the German Communists’. Weitling’s League of 
the Just, with its several hundred tailors, cobblers, carpenters and other artisans 
and apprentices in Paris, and another couple hundred in London, was indeed 
unexpectedly to open the annals of Communist history. 


In September 1843, three months or so into the Weitling affair and before the 
prison sentence, Marx, writing from Bad Kreuznach, congratulated Arnold 
Ruge in Paris on the choice of that ancient French ‘bastion of philosophy... and 
capital of the modern world’ as the location of their new venture, the German- 
French Yearbooks. Charting the programme for the new journal, Marx for the 
first time declared that philosophy must pass from theory to practice. Their 
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task was to apply it to ‘the ruthless criticism of the existing order, ruthless in 
that it will shrink neither from its own discoveries nor from conflict with the 
powers that be.’35 

As for the best way for philosophy to join the battle to influence opinions and 
events in Germany, he thought that since religion and politics dominated public 
life there, ‘our task must be to latch on to these subjects in whatever state they 
are.’3° 

Marx had in fact ‘latched’ onto them almost immediately upon his and Jen- 
ny’s return from their honeymoon, when he had sat down at her mother’s house 
in Kreuznach to spend arduous days and nights on the completion of his long- 
planned ‘Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right’. In one of his convoluted 


paragraphs Hegel had written: 


In contrast with the sphere of private rights and private welfare (the 
family and civil society), the state is on the one hand an external 
necessity and their higher authority; its nature is such that their laws 
and interests are subordinate to it and dependent on it. On the other 
hand, however, it is the end immanent within them, and its strength 
lies in the unity of its own universal end and aim with the particular 


interest of individuals.37 


Hegel, Marx submitted, had got it all wrong. Pointing to the unresolved antin- 
omy between external necessity and immanent ends, he wrote that in the name 
of his preconceived ‘universal Idea’, Hegel had inverted the true relationship of 
the family and civil society to the state. 


The family and civil society are the preconditions of the state; they 
are the true agents... [they] make themselves into the state... the poli- 
tical state cannot exist without them... And yet [in Hegel’s specula- 
tive philosophy] the condition is posited as the conditioned, the 
determinator as the determined, the producer as the product...38 


In short, Hegel had turned the mass of ‘human beings out of which the state is 
formed’ into something both unreal and ‘subordinate’ to the abstract state. 
Quoting and extensively analyzing over 50 paragraphs of Hegel’s doctrine of 
the state, Marx demonstrated in page after page the ‘mystification’ created by 
Hegel’s claim that the Prussian state, its bureaucracy and its legislature repre- 
sented high ‘universal’ principles and worked ‘impartially and in perfect 
harmony’ under the guidance of an all-wise monarch embodying the ‘personal- 
ity of the state’ and its ‘sovereignty in human form’, In sharp sarcastic passages, 
Marx pointed out that Hegel had turned the whole of civil society into an ‘arti- 
ficial person...’ In the monarch, on the other hand, 
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the person contains the state within himself... The bureaucracy sees 
itself as the final aim of the state... The aims of the state are trans- 
formed into the aims of the bureaux and vice-versa. The bureau- 
cracy is a magic circle which no one can escape. Its hierarchy is a 
hierarchy of knowledge. The apex entrusts insight into particulars to 
the lower echelons while the lower echelons credit the apex with 
insight into the universal, and so each deceives the other... 


Just as religion does not make man, but man makes religion, so the 
constitution does not make the people, but the people make the con- 
stitution. Man is not there for the benefit of the law, but the law for 
the benefit of man... That is the fundamental character of democ- 
racy.39 


The method followed by Marx in his ‘Critique’ was largely inspired by Ludwig 
Feuerbach. It was Feuerbach who had declared in The Essence of Christianity that, 
contrary to Hegel’s view of God as the ‘Absolute Idea’, it was not God who 
created man in His image: rather man had created God in Ais image as a reflection 
of his own ‘inner nature’. In a more recent work, Provisional Theses for the Refor- 
mation of Philosophy (which Marx had read early in 1843), Feuerbach demon- 
strated that by proceeding from the Absolute Spirit to man, Hegel had inverted 
the true relation between thinking and reality, had placed ‘man’s essence outside 
man’, or — as Marx was later to put it — Hegel had turned the process of thinking 
into ‘an independent subject, the demiurge of the real world, and the real world 
is merely the external, phenomenal form of “the Idea”.’ 

When Marx wrote that family and civil society were not ‘products’ of the 
state, he was protesting Hegel’s idea of the monarch as the personification of 
reason, and his overlooking the fact that office-holders were individuals chosen 
according to birth, while the rest of society was treated like ‘a stepmother’ and 
denied participation in political life. 

Marx applied what S. Avineri has called ‘Feuerbach’s transformative method’ 
to Hegel’s philosophy. Describing his own way with dialectics as the exact oppo- 
site of Hegel’s, Marx was later to write that the ‘mystification’ created by Hegel 
stood everything on its head. “To discover the rational kernel within the shell, it 
had to be turned right side up again.’ 


In the late autumn of 1843, by the time Marx emerged from his months of 
seclusion at Kreuznach, he had also completed the greater part of his acerbic, 
not to say. vitriolic, essay ‘On the Jewish Question’. 

In a glaring example of the hypocrisy which characterized Prussia’s ruling 
establishment, King Friedrich Wilhelm IV had in 1841 issued the text of a draft 
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jaw which proclaimed sanctimoniously that ‘the Government recognizes a 
miraculous essence in the extraordinary historical development of the Jews, the 
causes for which have not been established’, but went on to offer them — 50 
years after their emancipation by the French Revolution — ‘an adequate field 
of action which would not impinge on the Christian state’ in the form of state- 
controlled medieval-type corporations ‘on the model of Posen’. At the same 
time, the draft law stipulated that Jews would be ‘excluded from military ser- 
vice, and self-evidently from offices and positions of honour for ever.’4" 

The proposed law came as a blow to the Jews, many of whom had fought as 
volunteers in Prussia’s ‘War of Liberation’ against Napoleon, only to be debar- 
red in the aftermath from academic, teaching and elective or government posts 
and from the magistracy. As late as 1842 the county of Wittgenstein, annexed 
by Prussia after the Vienna Congress, boasted a police ordinance outlawing 
‘heathens, Gypsies and Jews’. Although this was an extreme case, the position 
of the Jewish intelligentsia in Germany, who were denied civic equality unless 
they converted, was particularly tragic. Even Giacomo Meyerbeer, on whom 
the King of Prussia showered every favour though he refused to be baptized, 
lamented in 1840 in a letter to Heine: 


No pommade Lyons and no griffe d’ours, not even the bath of baptism 
can restore the tiny piece of foreskin that we were robbed of on the 
eighth day of our life; and he who does not bleed to death on the 
ninth day will bleed for it his whole life unto his death.” 


Unexpectedly, the Rhenish Diet — itself clamouring for greater representation 
in the affairs of the Province — acceded in 1843 to insistent petitions by the Jews 
and granted them ‘complete equality in civil and political matters’. One of the 
petitions had actually been forwarded to the Diet by Marx while he was still 
editor of the Rheinische Zeitung. He had done so in the expectation that it would 
be rejected, and not before explaining to Ruge that ‘revolting though the 
Israelite religion is to me, embitterment against the government grows with 
every petition that is thrown out.’43 

The King, whose undisguised intention — expressed in the very text of the 
proposed law — was ‘to keep Jews and Judaism totally outside the state’, over- 
rode the vote of the Rhenish Diet simply by declaring that it had no compe- 
tence in the matter. The struggle for the emancipation of the German Jews was 
to go on until 1869. 

The 1842-43 debates in the Rhenish Diet had spilled over into the press. 
A couple of liberal newspapers favoured Jewish emancipation. Two prominent 
writers, however — Karl Hermes, the editor of the clerical Kölnische Zeitung, 
and Marx’s former friend Dr Bauer — dismissed the very idea of it. Hermes 
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argued that to grant unbaptized Jews equality offended the very nature of the 
Christian-Germanic state. In 1843 Bauer published a book, Die Judenfrage, in 
which he postulated in essence that Christianity could not give the Jews eman- 
cipation, nor did they deserve it, so long as both religions clung to their respec- 
tive prejudices. 

Marx’s essay ‘On the Jewish Question’, written in the form of a review of 
Bauer’s book, contained extensive quotations from it, which — as in the case of 


Hegel — he critized one by one in the polemical vein for which he was to become 
famous: 


The German Jews want emancipation. What sort of emancipation 
do they want? Civil, political emancipation. 


Bruno Bauer answers them: No one in Germany is politically eman- 
cipated. We ourselves are not free. How are we to liberate you?... If 
the Jew wants to be emancipated from the Christian state then he is 
demanding that the Christian state give up its religious prejudice. 
But does the Jew give up his religious prejudice? 


Marx proposed to turn the question round: ‘Does political emancipation have 
the right’, he asked, ‘to demand from the Jews the abolition of Judaism and 
from man the abolition of religion?’ Having excerpted 50 pages of notes froma 
German translation of Thomas Hamilton’s Men and Manners in America, and 
more pages from a book on the United States by Gustave de Beaumont, Marx 
used both of them to switch the debate from the theological aspect to the rela- 
tion between religion and the state. In Prussia, he wrote, 


the Jew is in religious opposition to the state which acknowledges 
Christianity as its foundation. This state is a theologian ex professo... 
In the United States there is neither a state religion nor an officially 
proclaimed religion of the majority, nor the predominance of one 
faith over another. The state is foreign to all faiths... Nevertheless, 
North America is preeminently a land of religiosity as Beaumont, 
Tocqueville and Hamilton all assure us.*# 


But Marx distinguished between political and human emancipation. The sepa- 
ration of church and state, as in America, did not free man from religion. On 
the contrary, man was caught in a conflict between his double role as a citoyen 
(citizen) and as a bourgeois member of civil society. 

As Marx put it, 


Man emancipates himself politically from religion by banishing it 
from the province of public law to that of private law. It [religion] is 
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no longer the spirit of the state where man behaves... as a species- 
being, in community with other men. It has become the spirit of civil 
society. And civil society, based on private property and revolving 
around commerce, saleable goods and the profit-motive, is ‘the 
sphere of egoism’ and makes for ‘bellum omnium contra omnes, the 
war of all against all’. Political emancipation was thus not enough, 
for even the perfected political state is by its nature the species-life of 
man in opposition to his material life... Man leads a double life, a life 
in heaven and a life on earth... in the political community he regards 
himself as a communal being, and in civil society he is active as a 
private individual, regards other men as means, debases himself to a 
means and becomes a plaything of alien powers.*5 


The concept of man as a species-being (Gattungswesen) had been launched by 
Feuerbach. Unlike the brute animal, man is not only ‘conscious of himself as an 
individual’, but ‘is in fact at once J and Thou: he can put himself in the place of 
another, for this reason, that to him his species, his essential nature, and not 
merely his individuality, is an object of thought.’ Feuerbach, as mentioned, had 
taken the myth out of Hegel’s ‘Absolute Idea’ by postulating that ‘man created 
God in his own image’; paradoxically, however, man, miserable earthling that he 
was, had then fitted him out with transcendent attributes such as universal love, 
justice, eternity, and made God the object of his worship. Showing that Hegel 
had inverted subject and predicate, substituting illusion for the real world, 
Feuerbach’s thesis was that all the learned Hegelian mumbo-jumbo about God 
and the Absolute Spirit ‘alienated the essence of man from himself’. 

Feuerbach’s ‘transformative method’ offered Marx a whole new perspective, 
an optical revolution in which the world suddenly appeared to be standing 
upside down. Years later, recalling the ‘liberating effect’ of Feuerbach’s Essence 
of Christianity on Germany’s young intellectuals, Engels was to write that ‘in 
one blow it... placed materialism back upon the throne... The spell was 
broken.’#° For Marx, too, it was as if the mists had lifted. For the first time he 
beheld the world as it really was: a world, as he wrote in ‘On The Jewish Ques- 
tion’, in which ‘man makes religion’. 

Marx had yet to reach the conclusion that ‘men make their history’. But in 
this essay he was on his way to adopting the materialist conception of history. 
Pointing out that the relation between man’s particular religion and his citizen- 
ship was ‘only one aspect of the universal secular contradiction between the 
political state and civil society’, he wrote that ‘man was not freed from religion 
— he received the freedom of religion. He was not freed from property — he 
received the freedom of property. He was not freed from the egoism of trade ~ 
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he received the freedom to engage in trade’, in an atomized society in which 
‘private interests set every man against his fellow-man’.47 

‘On the Jewish Question’ was written in two parts. Bauer had followed up his 
book (Die Judenfrage) with an article on ‘The Capacity of Present-Day Jews and 
Christians to Become Free’.4® This time he affirmed that, as between the Jewish 
and Christian religions, the latter was the superior one. For while ‘the Chris- 
tians’ were essentially human and had only one step to make to ‘dispense with 
religion altogether’, the Jew — restricted by God’s commandments and his way 
of life — was ‘by his very essence not a human being, but a Jew.’ The solution 
offered by Bauer to the Jews ran as follows: ‘If they wish to become free the 
Jews should not embrace Christianity as such, but Christianity in dissolution, 
religion in dissolution, that is to say the Enlightenment, criticism, and its 
outcome — free humanity, or, in other words, atheism.’ 

At this point Marx gave the whole discussion a new turn by taking up ‘the 
special position of Judaism in the enslaved world of today’ and its relation to 
‘the emancipation of the world’. Suddenly he asked: ‘What specific social ele- 
ment must be overcome in order to abolish Judaism?” 

There, it was out. The ‘revulsion’ he felt for ‘the Israelite religion’, which he 
had recently mentioned to Ruge, must have burned in him for a long time, for it 
burst forth now in rapid-fire sentences: 


Let us consider the real secular Jew — not the Sabbath Jews, as Bauer 
does, but the everyday Jew. Let us not look for the Jew’s secret in his 
religion: rather let us look for the secret of religion in the real Jew. 


What is the secular basis of Judaism? Practical need, self-interest. 


What is the secular cult of the Jew? Haggling. What is his secular 
God? Money. 


Having looked for the ‘specific social element’ necessary to overcome ‘in order 
to abolish Judaism’, Marx had his pat answer ready. If the social basis which 
made huckstering, haggling and bargaining (Marx used the German word 
Schacher) possible were abolished, the Jew and ‘his religious consciousness 
would vanish as an insipid haze in the vital air of society...’ 


... We recognize in Judaism the presence of a universal and contem- 
porary anti-social element whose historical evolution — eagerly nur- 
tured by the Jews in its harmful aspects — has arrived at its present 
peak, a peak at which it will inevitably disintegrate. 


The emancipation of the Jews is, in the last analysis, the emancipa- 


tion of mankind from Judaism. 
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‘Money’, Marx wrote elsewhere in his essa 
Yy, 5 


is the jealous god of Israel before whom no other god may stand... 
The Jew has emancipated himself in a Jewish way not only by 
acquiring financial power but also because through him and apart 
from him money has become a world power and the practical Jewish 
spirit has become the practical spirit of the Christian peoples... 
Judaism has managed to survive in Christian society and has even 
reached its highest level of development there. The Jew, who is a par- 
ticular member of civil society, is only the particular manifestation of 


the Judaism of civil society. 


In other words, Christians too practised haggling and hucksterism. Marx’s 
attack was thus directed against capitalism and the hypocrisy of Christian civil 
society which had allowed itself to be corrupted and Judaized, as it were, by 


money-worship: 


Only under the rule of Christianity, which makes all national, natu- 
ral, moral and theoretical relationships external to man, could civil 
society separate itself completely from political life, tear apart all the 
species-bonds of man, substitute egoism and selfish need for those 
bonds and dissolve the human world into a world of atomistic indi- 
viduals confronting each other in enmity... Money debases all the 
gods of mankind and turns them into commodities... The view of 
nature which has grown up under the regime of private property and 
of money is an actual contempt for and practical degradation of 
nature... The species-relation itself, the relation between man and 
woman, etc., becomes a commercial object. Woman is put on the 


market. 


For all this, and for ‘the purely formal rites with which the world of self-interest 
surrounds itself’, Marx blamed and condemned the Jews in a series of staccato 
pronouncements hurled at the world like truths that needed no proof: 


Civil society ceaselessly begets the Jew from its own entrails. 


What was the essential basis of the Jewish religion? Practical need, 
egoism. 
The chimerical nationality of the Jew is the nationality of the mer- 


chant, of the man in general. 


Christianity sprang from Judaism. It has now dissolved back into 


Judaism. 


834 | 


BAKUNIN IN LOVE WITH ‘THE PEOPLE’; MARX IS MARRIED 


The Christian was from the very beginning the theorizing Jew... 
Christianity is the sublime thought of Judaism and Judaism is the 
vulgar application of Christianity. But this application could not 
become universal until Christianity as perfected religion had theoret- 


ically completed the self-estrangement of man from himself and 
from nature. 


Only then could Judaism attain universal domination and turn alien- 
ated man and alienated nature into alienable, saleable objects subject 
to the slavery of egoistic need and to the market. 


Marx’s essay concluded with the words: ‘The social emancipation of the Jew is 
the emancipation of society from Judaism.”#9 


In 1966, Arnold Kiinzli, a philosopher and Jungian psychologist teaching ‘the 
philosophy of politics’ at Basle University, introduced an interesting theory 
about the reasons which prompted Marx to launch his extraordinarily violent 
diatribe against the Jews and Judaism. In Kiinzli’s estimation, Marx wrote this 
particular essay because Bauer’s Die Fudenfrage and his subsequent article on 
the same subject offered Marx ‘an excellent opportunity to dissociate himself 
publicly from the Jews and Judaism’. Moreover, Kiinzli suggested, he solved 
the problem of lending conviction to this proclamation by a stroke of genius 
and a coup de main that ‘integrated the Jewish Question in his new philosophical 
system, the system whereby vanquishing Hegel, he would destroy the existing 
world and create a new one in its place.’5° 

Indeed, ‘On the Jewish Question’, written after he had completed his book- 
length ‘Critique’ of Hegel’s doctrine of the state, represented a stage in Marx’s 
intellectual development and his progress towards Communism. Following this 
essay, in which he embraced the notion that civil society means the alienation of 
man from society and his ‘species-being’, Marx was to take up the cause of the 
proletariat in his next essay, written after he left Germany. 

It is as if he had to purge and exorcise his Jewishness and to flee that ‘civil 
society based on alienable private property, commerce, trade, profits’ to which 
his father, being a lawyer, also belonged before he could find shelter in a doc- 
trine opposed to economic individualism. 
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Marx, Prometheus and ‘Moses in Search of a People’ 
(An Excursus) 


Author’s Note: An Excursus ts usually printed at the end of a book. If I have departed 
from convention it is because Marx’s angry, wholesale condemnation of the Jews and 
Judaism 1s so emotionally charged as to tell us little about the subject — or not much 
that would stand up in an objective court — but all the more revealing about Marx’s 
personality at the point when he was about to discover the proletariat and to become 
the Marx of history. S.B. 


Marx is believed to have finished his essay ‘On the Jewish Question’ in Decem- 
ber 1843, after he had left Germany. It was to appear in February 1844, but was 
read by few people and evoked hardly any reactions. In the aftermath of Hitler 
and Stalin, however, it became the subject of a vast literature by Marxists and 
Marxian scholars, Jews and non-Jews, who had to decide the delicate and 
embarrassing question whether Marx was or was not an anti-Semite. 

Towards the end of the 2oth century Bruce Mazlish, in The Meaning of Karl 
Marx, took Marx’s ‘emancipation’ from Judaism to mean ‘eradification’ and 
suggested that though Marx ‘was not — repeat, not’ — anything like ‘a Nazi, or 
even an anti-Semite as such’ and would probably have recoiled violently from 
the ‘practice’ of his thought, nevertheless his thought ‘brought him close to the 
ravings of an Adolf Hitler’ and did ‘lend itself to misuse by later doers of 
deeds.” 

In November 1844, in a new polemic against Bauer titled The Holy Family, 
Marx repeated essentially the same views about Judaism in somewhat attenu- 
ated form. In this work, explicitly claiming to have solved the Jewish question, 
Marx used the German term auflösen, literally ‘to dissolve’. It was in the Mos- 
cow version of this book, published in 1956, that this was translated as ‘to 
abolish’. As Julius Carlebach pointed out in 1978, in one of the most compre- 
hensive analyses of Marx’s essay, Marx did not mean to provide ‘a warrant for 
genocide’.” 

Perhaps the most balanced view of the solution Marx may have entertained 
is that offered earlier by Edmund Silberner in his statement that what Marx 
had in mind was ‘a painless liquidation of the Jews’ in a ‘humanely’ emanci- 
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pated society. ‘Whether this utopian-millennial society is likely to be realized in 
the near future or in the more distant one... Whether the Jews themselves are 
inclined to be satisfied with this solution — or rather shall we say: dissolution — 
is of no importance at all: the verdict of history is unconditional and irrevoca- 
ble.’3 

That the 25-year-old Marx’s essay on the Jews and Judaism was to an 
unusual degree emotionally coloured is evident from his resorting to such low 
imagery as suggesting that ‘the monotheism of the Jew is in reality... a polythe- 
ism that makes even the lavatory an object of divine law.’* That he was inspired 
by a strong personal animus is further shown by his unusuallnegligent, theolog- 
ically, historically and sociologically unfounded treatment of the subject. 

In identifying egoistic, huckstering Jews and Judaism with bourgeois capital- 
ism, Marx not only passed over the fact that the Jews had existed long before 
capitalism but carelessly, to put it mildly, falsified reality by omitting the fact 
that in his own day the majority of the Jews in Germany and the rest of Europe 
east of the Rhine, far from being Rothschilds or even traders, were engaged in 
lower-middle-class occupations or belonged to the poor. The greatest mass of 
them lived in abject misery in Tsarist Russia and Poland. The image of the Jews 
conveyed by Marx, however, was that all of them belonged to a single class — the 
‘exploiting’ bourgeoisie. 

Silberner has shown that ‘Marx strongly objected when others used im- 
proper synonyms, and persisted in uncovering their “tricks”.’> Most recently, 
in his book-length Hegel critique, he had in fact berated the master for deduc- 
ing reality from abstract ideas. 

Nowhere did Marx mention ‘the Jewish people’ or their history, or bother to 
explain their survival since antiquity until the day when he discussed ‘the 
Jewish Question’. He accepted Hegel’s description of the Jews as a once-glori- 
ous but particularist and redundant people made passive by their ‘slavish’ obe- 
dience to God. At the same time he accused them of seeking to dominate the 
world. Denying them any nationality, he gave them grosso modo a vague artificial 
identity, declaring ‘the chimerical nationality of the Jew’ to be ‘the nationality 
of the merchant’, 

Mazlish, noting in 1984 that ‘between 1.5 and 2 billion people’ in Russia, 
China and elsewhere — more than the number of those professing Christianity, 
Buddhism, and Islam — were at the time being dominated by regimes claiming 
their inspiration in one form or another from Marx, brought in the figure of 

Jesus and wrote: ‘Like another Jew before him, who converted to a faith of his 
own making, Marx became the founder of a new, world-wide religion, named 
after him: Marxism, instead of Christianity (Jesus’ name becoming Jesus 
Christ.) 
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In order to evaluate Mary’s secular religion, Mazlish observed, it is not 
enough to read his texts: ‘We have to comprehend his psychological commit- 
ments... which is why we must know the text of his life; and why it matters who 
Karl Marx was.’ He went on to stress that any text by Marx discovered a long 
time after his death — such as his Paris Manuscripts — ‘helps us to understand 
[him] in a new way... The same is true of his life... It was a real person Karl 
Marx, and not some spectre, who wrote Marx’s works.’? 

Marx not only publicly denounced Judaism but practically damned it to per- 
dition. It is therefore all the more remarkable that so many writers should have 
seen in his moral fervour the spirit of the ancient Jewish prophets and the influ- 
ence of ‘an unbroken succession of rabbis’. But who were they? By the 1970s 
only a couple of his early ancestors, including two rabbis of Padua — Judah ben 
Eliezer Halevi Minz (1408-1506) and his successor, Meir Katzenellenbogen 
(1473-1565) ~ had been identified. Both were indeed great scholars, and the 
University of Padua counted Katzenellenbogen ‘as one of the most illustrious 
minds of his age.’ 

In 1988 the Karl Marx Study Centre in Trier cryptically named a certain 
‘Eliezer, born c. 1370’ in Mainz as Marx’s earliest hitherto known ancestor. But 
other than designating him as the father of the above-named Rabbi Minz (a 
name derived from Mainz), it shed little light on who Marx’s forefathers were 
or what they represented. 

As mentioned earlier, Karl Marx’s paternal ancestry has recently been 
traced back to the 11th-century Rasni — an acronym for Rabbi Shlomo Itzhaki 
(c. 1040-1105) — one of the greatest rabbinical scholars and Bible exegetes of 
all time. This has been established after more than 200 years of research into 
a pedigree compiled in the 15th century by an ancestor of the distinguished 
Katzenellenbogen of Padua. From the time of the First Crusade and for 
nearly 800 years, Marx’s forefathers laid down the law on issues affecting the 
religious as well as the worldly conduct and practices of many of Europe’s 
Jewish communities, which, though segregated, enjoyed a fairly large degree 
of internal autonomy. A few of them achieved such influence with the Christ- 
ian rulers of the day that they were granted the authority to impose capital 
punishment. 

In short, Marx was the scion of a continuous line of scholars, philosophers, 
metaphysicians and spiritual rulers older than some of Europe’s ruling dynasties 
—the Hohenzollerns, for example. And on his mother’s side Marx was descended 
from the 16th-century Rabbi Judah Loew (‘the Lion’), the legendary creator of 
the Golem of Prague, a homunculus or manikin he is said to have made out of 
clay and to have infused by a secret formula with a certain amount of intelli- 


gence. 


838 


MARX AND PROMETHEUS 


It may be asked how this matters. Marx was cut off from his extraordinary 
intellectual heritage by his father’s conversion and his own baptism at the age 
of 6. That might be the rub: Marx has been called ‘the alienated man par excel- 
lence’. 

To list 28 generations of Marx’s ancestors from the 11th century on would 
take too much space. The following short summary, focusing on the most pro- 
minent figures among his previously unknown forebears, will complement the 
hitherto known ‘text’ of Marx’s life and may shed new light on the real and 
conflicted person who wrote his works, including the rabid essay ‘On the Jewish 
Question’. 


e Rast, born about the time Macbeth became king of Scotland, left his 
native Troyes, capital of the Champagne province of eastern France, 
before he was 20 for the Rhineland. After studying at the chief 
centres of Jewish learning at Worms — which to this day has a Raschi- 
strasse — and at Mainz, he returned to Troyes when he was about 25. 
Around 1070, under Count Theobald I, one of the more benevolent 

` rulers of the Champagne, he started a Talmudic yeshivah academy 
of his own. As his fame spread, gifted young men from among the 
altogether 7,000 Jews then living in the Franco-German lands came 
to study with him. Like many of the inhabitants of the Champagne 
province, RASHI owned a vineyard and lived off its produce; but 
besides running his academy, he made it his life-task to edit and elu- 
cidate the Old Testament and the Babylonian Talmud. 

The latter, especially, was a formidable task, for since its completion 
in Babylon about 500 C.E. the errors of copyists and a welter of 
juridical, ambivalent or mystical interpretations had — as described 
in the most recent study of Rasni? — rendered the authentic text of 
this huge collection of legal case-histories practically ‘incomprehen- 
sible’ to students. 

Rasu ‘broke the code’ of the Talmud text and cleared it of the accu- 
mulated chaff of centuries. To this day, all editions of the Old Testa- 
ment and the Babylonian Talmud carry Rasut’s lucid exposition and 
running commentary (which influenced subsequent rabbis and Bible 
exegetes, including not a few Christian scholars) in special type on 
the margin of the text. 

The monumental scale of his work, written by candlelight or dic- 
tated in his old age to one of his sons-in-law, may be gauged from the 
fact that re-editing the same Babylonian Talmud and updating it, 
with the help of computers, with the latest data on the culture of 
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Babylon at the time of its conception, took Adin Steinsalz, the first 
to attack the task since RASHI, more than 20 years. 


* Rast had no sons, but his three daughters were all learned women — 
a phenomenon perhaps not so remarkable, for between the gth and 
13th centuries Jewish women enjoyed a high social status,'° and 
indeed there was a 15th-century female ancestor of Karl Marx who 
enjoyed a high scholarly reputation. 


«In the second half of the 11th century Rasut’s eldest daughter 

Jochebed married Meir ben Samuel of Ramerupt, so named after 
the hamlet north of Troyes, close by the Aube river, where he was 
born about 1060. A scholar known from contemporary literature as 
‘the Venerable’, he gave the Kol Nidrei prayer recited on the eve of 
Yom Kippur its present-day form and died in 1135. 
Rasn’s second daughter, Miriam, married one of her father’s most 
outstanding pupils, Rabbi Judah ben Nathan. A native of Falaise in 
Normandy, Judah spent the rest of his life at Rast’s academy at 
Troyes. When Rasui died in 1105, Judah completed his monumental 
Talmud commentary, but punctiliously marked the exact spot where 
Rasni had finished writing by inserting a note: ‘Here our master 
ceased commenting. From here on it is the language of his pupil 
Judah ben Nathan." 


e Rasni had 5 grandsons, whose additions and elaborations to his com- 
mentaries, known as Josaphot (supplements), appear in all standard 
editions of the Talmud. Four of them were the offspring of 
Jochebed and Meir of Ramerupt. Their task and the one performed 
by subsequent Tosaphists in elucidating difficult Talmud passages 
has been compared to the work of the g/ossatori of Bologna who pre- 
pared the commentaries to the Roman corpus juris and to that of the 
Christian scholars who wrote the apparatus of glossae which became 
part of the standard version of the vulgate Bible throughout the 
medieval Christian-Latin world. While the line leading to Marx 
continued via a daughter of Jochebed’s named Hannele, it is her 
better-known brothers — especially Samuel (1085-1158) and Jacob 
(1096-1171) — who furnish some picture of the 12th-century life and 
the background against which the third generation of Rasur’s family 
pursued its scholastic activities. 

Christian scholars at the time sometimes quoted opinions obtained 
from learned Jews — ab erudissimis Hebreorum — on matters of Old 
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Testament interpretation. In another form of intercourse, RASHI’s 
grandson Samuel, acronymically known in literature as the 
RASHBaM (for Rabbi Shmuel bar Meir), took part in 12th-century 
disputations with Christian theologians. The RaSHBaM, after 
studying under Rasnı at Troyes, returned to his native Ramerupt, 
and he and his brother Jacob — popularly known as RABBENU TAM 
after the verse in Genesis describing Jacob the patriarch as tam, a 
man of integrity — turned that rural place into a Talmudic centre 
where gifted students of all classes, rich or poor, lived together. 
None of the rabbis then or for the next few centuries received any 
salary for acting as spiritual shepherds to their communities. 

Rasur’s fifth grandson, Rabbi Yom Tov of Falaise, another great 
Tosaphist who moved to Paris some time before he died in 1140, was 
a son of Miriam and Judah ben Nathan. 


In the 12th century a great-granddaughter of Rast via Jochebed 
married Jehiel ben Matityahu, or Mattathias (Tréves) a surname 
here bracketed because the family had yet to adopt it. The RASHBAM 
and RaBBENU TaM referred to this Jehiel, who lived in Paris and died 
there in 1189, as ‘our close relative’, and in one place as ‘the bride- 
groom.’’” The Trèves family was to provide 8 successive rabbis in 
various parts of France, including 


Mattathias V Trèves (c. 1335-87), Chief Rabbi of France. In the two 
centuries since the death of Rasni in 1105 the Talmud had been 
burned in Paris and the Jews had been several times expelled, read- 
mitted, and expelled again. Thus it was that Mattathias was taken 
as a child to Spain. Raised and educated in Barcelona, he was in his 
late twenties when the Jews were recalled to France. The new king 
Charles IV, shortly after his accession in 1364, appointed him Chief 
Rabbi of Paris and eventually of all France. Mattathias Trèves 
founded a Talmudic yeshivah academy in Paris and the King 
exempted him and his family from wearing the Jew-badge. Upon his 
death, his son 


Johanan Trèves (born c. 1360) succeeded him as Chief Rabbi under 
Charles VI. Johanan, some of whose writings, responsa and rulings 
have survived, was married to a daughter of Manessier de Vessoul, 
the wealthy procureur-général and commissaire responsible for the 
taxes of the Jews of central and northern France. A sister of Johanan 
married one of their father’s pupils, 
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e Samuel Spira, a name denoting that he originated from the German 
town of Speyer, which for some time after Charlemagne was known 
by the Roman name Spira. Indeed, this couple moved to Germany 
and settled not far from Speyer, at Heilbronn, where in the 15th 


century 


e the ‘Rabbiness’ Miriam SPIRA (c. 1403—50), a great-granddaughter of 
the French Chief Rabbi Mattathias V Tréves and a highly educated 
woman, was recognized as an authority on Jewish law and achieved 
the singular distinction of being allowed to dispense it (‘from behind 
a curtain’) to advanced students at the Talmud academy of Heil- 
bronn, headed by her father, R. Shlomo Spira, and after his death by 
Miriam’s husband, 


e R. Aaron I ben Nethanel Luria (1400-60), who, though born in Italy, 
was the fourth descendant of a family whose founder — known for a 
long time only by the name of Samson (Shimshon) of Erfurt — had 
been Chief Rabbi of Thuringia. During one of the waves of perse- 
cutions, his grandson Nethanel had fled to Italy. Before settling in 
Mantua, he lived for a time in Loria, a small town west of Bassano in 
the Vicenza district. Nethanel’s son Aaron, who was to become 
known in the responsa literature by the name of Luria (or Loria), 
went back to Germany, married the learned Miriam Spiro, and 
became Rabbi of Heilbronn (in succession to his father-in-law) and 
of Wiirzburg. The increasingly renowned Luria family kept records 
of its antecedents. It was in fact one of Aaron Luria’s and his wife 
Miriam’s sons, 


° R. Johanan Luria, the head of another academy in Alsace and author, 

among other homiletic works and some poetry, of a Kabbalistic com- 
mentary on the Old Testament — Meshivat Nefesh, now in the manu- 
script collection of Bodleian Library, Oxford University — who 
compiled a comprehensive, as well as a short, pedigree of his family, 
only to lose them, along with his fortune, either in the Burgundian 
War (1474-77) or in the Emperor Maximilian’s 1499 war against the 
expanding Swiss Confederation, in both of which its victorious 
troops trampled and pillaged their way across Alsace. 
In his old age Johanan Luria retired to ancient Worms. To his dying 
day in 1512 he is said to have mourned the loss of his two pedigrees, 
his grief over their disappearance ‘exceeding that which he felt at the 
loss of his worldly possessions.’ 
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He had, however, shown his ‘short pedigree to Joseph of Rosheim 
(1478-1554), well-known as the ‘commander of all Jewry in the Holy 
Roman Empire’ — an originally self-styled title later recognized by 
the Emperor Charles V — who reproduced its text in a short pour- 
mémoire of his meeting with R. Johanan. 

In due course that pour-mémoire found its way to the Bodleian 
Library and in the 18th and rgth centuries three copies of that 
‘short’ Luria pedigree actually appeared in print. They caused a 
spate of research into the Luria connection with Rasni which was 
beset from the beginning by the difficulty of identifying those of 
Johanan’s forefathers who, living before the family adopted the 
surname Luria, were mentioned merely by their first names — e.g., 
‘Samson of Erfurt’. Worse, by referring to this Samson as ‘son of the 
Rabbiness Miriam’ — while he was actually the paternal great-great- 
grand-father of her son Johanan — the pedigree created an insoluble 
riddle. 

The documented story of how this and other conundrums that 
bedevilled research into the Luria family’s descent from RasHi ~ 
research begun before Karl Marx was born and conducted without 
any reference to him — were only solved and its pedigree deciphered 
in 1988, will be found in the Appendix. 

The direct line from Ras to Karl Marx continued through a 
brother of the pedigree’s author. This second son of the ‘Rabbiness 
Miriam’, 


R. Jehiel If ben Aaron I Luria, was born in 1430 in Heilbronn. In the 
three centuries between 1350 and 1650, 90 German cities one after 
another expelled their Jews. Their expulsion from Mainz had driven 
Judah Halevi Minz at the age of 53 south to Italy, where by the time 
he died at 98 he had turned Padua into the chief centre of Jewish 
learning in Western Europe. In 1467, when the wave of persecutions 
hit Heilbronn, Jehiel Luria migrated east to become the first rabbi of 
Brisk (nowadays Brest-Litovsk) and its district in dynastically united 
Poland and Lithuania, whose Jagiellon rulers offered the newcomers 
not only asylum but autonomy, and invited the most capable of their 
leaders to improve the economy of their vast but undeveloped terri- 
tories. 

By the time Jehiel Luria arrived there, an earlier arrival was serving 
as financial adviser to King Sigismund I. Jehiel married his daughter 
and, in the process of founding the Polish branch of the Lurias, 
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fathered or became otherwise related to 5 of the most eminent 
Jewish scholars of the 15th and 16th centuries, three of whom were 
Marx’s direct ancestors. The first was Jehiel’s grandson, the previ- 
ously identified 


e R. Meir KaTZENELLENBOGEN (1473—1565). Born in Prague, but taking 
his name from that of his father’s small town of origin in Hesse, he 
went to complete his studies at the ageing Minz’s Talmud academy 
in Padua. There, after adding Minz to Marx’s family tree by marry- 
ing his granddaughter, he became the academy’s rector in 1525. For 
the next 40 years he also headed the rabbinical court of the Republic 
of Venice. Honoured by non-Jews and Jews alike, his portrait hung 
in the Great Hall of Padua University and the synagogue reverently 
left his seat vacant for a century after his death. 


The two others were Jehiel Luria’s great-grandsons: 


* R. Joseph ben Mordecai Gershon HacouEN (1510-91), who, besides 
presiding for 50 years over a similar academy in the Polish capital of 
Cracow, achieved lasting fame with a volume of his collected responsa 
on economic and financial matters; and 


e R. Moses Isseress (1525-72), head of Cracow’s rabbinical court, 
whose wide-ranging erudition and interest in such varied fields as 
Greek philosophy, Kabbalah and astronomy, were to earn him the 
soubriquet of ‘the Maimonides of Polish Jewry’. The magnificent 
synagogue he built — one of the few in Poland to escape destruction 
by the Nazis in World War II — has been renovated by the Polish gov- 
ernment, complete with the ancient plaque inscribed, ‘Here Rabbi 
Moses Isserless conversed with God.’ 


¢ A third great-grandson of Jehiel, indirectly related to Marx, was R. 
Shlomo Luria (1510-73). After heading the Talmud academy of 
Lublin, founded in 1451 by the mighty R. Shlomo SHAKHNA (who as 
Chief Rabbi of Lesser Poland had been given the right of capital 
punishment), he established his own academy in the same city. A 
stringent and dogmatic personality, to become renowned under an 
acronym as the MaHarSHaL of Lublin, he reproved Isserless for 
devoting time to philosophy and otherwise grazing in foreign fields. 
Isserless, however, compared his excursions into philosophy to 
refreshing walks in an ‘orchard of wisdom’ and would not give them 


up. 
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These 4 Luria forefathers of Karl Marx were no mere interpreters, 
but so-called ‘decisors’ — men who had a huge body of Talmudic 
jurisprudence and precedent before them and ruled like Chief Jus- 
tices on questions and appeals on a wide variety of actual cases and 
practical matters submitted to them by rabbis from many parts of 
Europe. They were among the greatest codifiers of Jewish law. But 
as some of this was 1,700 years old even before their time — roughly, 
the age which saw the voyage of Columbus, the advent of Luther, 
the massacre of the Huguenots, the destruction of the Spanish 
Armada — the ‘decisors’ had to adapt it to new customs which had 
developed among a widely scattered people to devise creative solu- 
tions to new problems and situations facing them at every turn in a 
Christian world which was itself changing. 

By their writ, millions of their people regulated their lives, their 
social conduct and group habits. While some rabbis in Europe’s 
crowded ghettos withdrew into dry bookishness and Talmudic 
casuistry, Marx’s ancestors, through centuries of continuous 
expulsions from Germany, rode the waves of forced migrations — 
of which their own lives afford a graphic picture, and during which 
countless other thousands perished or were reduced to beggary — 
with the resilience and resourcefulness of an intellectual elite. The 
responsa and legal opinions of these 4 Luria offspring, printed and 
reprinted with commentaries, additions, and local adaptations in a 
proliferating literature, have by now probably been more widely 
quoted than those of the great American jurist Oliver Wendell 
Holmes. 

Finally, while the Polish branch of the Lurias started the spectacular 
efflorescence of Talmudic scholarship in Poland, the star of the most 
famous of all the Lurias was rising elsewhere: Isaac ben Solomon 
Luria, a great-grandson of Johanan (the author of the pedigree), was 
the Jegendary 16th-century mystic and Kabbalist whose theory of 
the creation of the universe in a cosmological drama of divine 
‘implosion’ and explosion has lately aroused interest as a sui generis 
prefiguration of the big-bang theory of modern physics. 


A later ancestor of Karl Marx via the Luria line was Saul WaAHL- 
KATZENELLENBOGEN (1541-1617), who, after studying languages and 
secular sciences at the University of Padua, went to Brest-Litovsk in 
Lithuania to complete his parallel rabbinical education there. Prince 
Mikolaj Kraysztof Radziwill, impressed by the young man’s culture 
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and his knowledge of worldly affairs, is said to have introduced him 
at court. In 1578 Poland’s King Stephen Bathory leased him some 
sugar refineries as well as the salt pans in the Grand Duchy of Lith- 
uania. Later he was appointed to farm the king’s taxes and bridge 
tolls in the Brest-Litovsk region. 

Saul Wahl-Katzenellenbogen appears in some sources as titular 
‘King of Poland’ during the constitutional deadlock following 
Stephen Bathory’s death in 1587, when the council of nobles was 
unable to decide between the two candidates to the succession — 
Sigismund III and Prince Maximilian of Prussia — and the Polish 
crown remained vacant. On Prince Radziwills suggestion, the 
council is said to have unanimously voted to bestow it temporarily 
on Saul Wah]l-Katzenellenbogen, as a trustworthy man who could be 
relied upon not to usurp the throne. Saul’s interregnum, however, is 
said to have lasted only until the next day, when his recommendation 
that the Swedish-born Sigismund III be elected swayed the vote in 
the latter’s favour. 

Be that as it may, on 7 June 1589 King Sigismund raised him to the 
rank of a servus regis, exempting him and his lands and property 
from the jurisdiction of the courts and any other authority, and 
making him accountable to no one but his royal self. His name was to 
appear on all state papers signed by subsequent Polish kings con- 
firming the wide autonomy granted the Jewish communities in the 
administration of their internal affairs. 


¢ The marriage of Saul’s granddaughter Nessla WAHL-KATZENELLEN- 
BOGEN with a great-grandson of the late scholar Joseph ben Morde- 
cai Gershon Hacohen of Cracow brought together two branches of 
Rasur’s Luria offspring. 


e The grandson of this couple was Rabbi Aaron Lvov. While Marx’s 
other ancestors had migrated from Germany to Poland or reached it 
via Padua, Aaron Lvov — named after the Polish city of his birth — 
moved in the other direction and settled temporarily in Trier. When 
its rabbi, Joseph Israel of Worms, died in 1682, Aaron Lvov suc- 
ceeded him. Before moving on from Trier to Westhofen in Alsace in 
1692, he married a daughter of the head of the famous rabbinical 
court of Frankfurt — Isaiah Chaim Ben Zwi Spira, a scion of the 
15th-century ‘Rabbiness Miriam’ Spira descended from Rasni. 
Most subsequent rabbis of Trier were either of the Worms or the 
Lvov line, as the two families intermarried. 
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e The most prominent of them was Joshua Heschel Lvov. Born at 
Westhofen in 1692 and a scholar of European renown, he held the 
post in Trier for only 10 years (1723-33) before leaving it to serve for 
the next 40 as Chief Rabbi of the Duchy of Brandenburg-Ansbach. 
Finally, on the death in 1788 of the incumbent Moses Lvov, his son- 
in-law Mordecai Halevi Marx succeeded him as rabbi of Trier. He 
and his wife Hayya or Eva Lvov ~ a woman descended in two con- 


verging direct lines from Rasni — were the paternal grandparents of 
Karl Marx. 


As for Karl Marx’s maternal ancestors, the mystery surrounding them — which 
in 1893 elicited his daughter Eleanor’s remark, ‘Strange that my father’s semi- 
Dutch parentage should be so little known’ — has since been solved, but not 
entirely. For while late in the zoth century Heinz Monz, after yeoman research, 
established that Henrietta Pressburg’s father, Isaac — who in 1785, at Nijmegen 
in Holland, married Nanette Cohen — was an offspring of Michael Simon 
Pressburg, the one-time Purveyor of Mint to three Habsburg emperors, little 
attention was paid to Nanette Cohen’s ancestry. 

Yet this grandmother of Karl Marx came of a well-known and distinguished 
family, and through her Marx was a direct descendant of the ‘Exalted Rabb?’ 
Judah Loew (‘the Lion’) of Prague — the legendary 16th-century creator of the 
Golem. This adds a couple of centuries as well as quite a bit of significance to 
the maternal lineage, besides more lustre to the otherwise fabulous family-tree 
of the founder of Marxism; yet to this day it is strangely overlooked. The 
Golem legend, which existed long before Judah Loew was born in 1525, has 
given this ancestor of Marx — sometimes called ‘the miracle rabbi of Prague’ 
and otherwise known as the MaHaRaL, a Hebrew acronym which in transposi- 
tion would read OTRal, for ‘Our Teacher Rabbi Loew’ ~ a world-wide reputa- 
tion associated with Kabbalism and magic, obscuring his importance as a 
scholar, moralist and philosopher of history. 

But one more short round of genealogical tree-climbing is needed to 
connect the originally Hungarian Pressburg family with Nanette Cohen in 
Holland. Simon Pressburg, the Imperial Purveyor to the Habsburgs, had 6 
sons and two daughters. One of the daughters married Lazarus van Geldern 
and was the great-grandmother of Heinrich Heine. The second son, Michael 
Lazarus Pressburg (1687—1756), lived intermittently in Vienna and Press- 
burg and was recognized by the Habsburg authorities as ‘leader of the Trans- 
Danubian Jews’, meaning those of Hungary, of which Pressburg (today’s 
Bratislava) was the capital until 1784. A son of his, Hirsch ‘Hijman’ Press- 
burg, figures in the latest official genealogy of Karl Marx issued by the Marx 
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Study Centre in Trier as the putative father of Isaac Pressburg, Karl Marx’s 
grandfather. 

Dr Paul Jacobi of Jerusalem, however, noting that this otherwise well-known 
Hirsch ‘Hijman’’S never had a son by the name of Isaac Pressburg,’4 has identi- 
fied Isaac’s father as the son, not of Michael Lazarus Pressburg but of his 
youngest and more famous brother, Samuel Pressburg (1696-1762), the finan- 
cial agent for the Russian Empress Anne, who for a time figured among 
Vienna’s 10 richest Jews. Samuel Pressburg and his wife, Fraedchen, had 8 chil- 
dren. One of them was called Chaim, and sometimes Chaim-Hirsch, which — 
rendered as Hyman-Hirsch — may have caused his being confused with his 
cousin Hirsch ‘Hijman’. 

If this identification of Samuel and Fraedchen Pressburg as the grandpar- 
ents of Isaac Pressburg is correct, then Karl Marx was the great-great-grand- 
son of another early but well-known capitalist. For Fraedchen Pressburg was a 
granddaughter of Jost Liebman (c. 1640-1702), court jeweler to two Hohen- 
zollern rulers, the Elector Frederick William of Brandenburg and Prussia’s 
King Frederick I. He was, besides, one of the founders of Berlin’s Jewish com- 
munity. 

The new identification also helps to explain what brought Marx’s grandfa- 
ther Isaac to Nijmegen in the Netherlands in 1775. He had an aunt (a daughter 
of Samuel and Fraedchen Pressburg) living in that town. Her husband, a 
former Chief Rabbi of Ansbach, was Meir Nymwegen (Nijmegen) Gomperz of 
Cleves, of that remarkable old family whose widespread branches, under such 
variant spellings as Gumpert, Gompers, Gompertz and Gomperz, were to 
produce Samuel Gompers (1850-1924), one of the founders of the American 
Federation of Labor and its president in 1886, besides a number of British 
mathematicians and inventors, Prussian bankers, physicians and rabbis and 
Austro-Hungarian industrialists, politicians and philosophers. 

On 8 April 1785 Isaac Pressburg, 38, had married Nanette Cohen, the 21- 
year-old daughter of a distinguished Amsterdam rabbi. Nanette and Isaac had 
two sons and two daughters. While the eldest of them, Henriette Pressburg, 
born in September 1788, was to become the mother of Karl Marx, her sister 
Sophie was to marry the banker Lion Philips, one of the forefathers of the 
Philips electronics corporation. Marx’s grandmother Nanette, to move to that 
branch of his family tree, was the daughter of Solomon David and Sarah 
Cohen, née Brandeis; and this Sarah came of a line of rabbis going back 7 gen- 
erations to the ‘Exalted’ Rabbi Judah Loew, the MaHaRaL of Prague. 

This line started when Loew’s daughter Gittel married Simon Halevi 
Brandeis, head of Prague’s rabbinical court until his death in 1635, and con- 
tinued in the following uninterrupted order of male succession: Rabbi 
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Samuel Brandeis, who died prematurely in 1628; Simon Brandeis, head of 
Prague’s Jewish community until his death in 1664; Jacob Halevi Brandeis, . 
who moved from Prague to act as rabbi and judge to the communities of 
Koretz and Sorek in Byelorussia; Moses Halevi Brandeis, born at Sorek in 
1685, who moved back to Fuerth in Germany and in 1733 became Chief 
Rabbi of Mainz, where he died in 1767; and Jacob II Halevi Brandeis, born 
at Fuerth and later Chief Rabbi of Darmstadt as well as Diisseldorf and its 
district. Before he died in 1774 he lived for a time at Ems in Holland. He was 
the father of Sarah Brandeis who married Amsterdam’s Rabbi David 
Solomon Cohen. This couple’s daughter Nanette was the grandmother of 
Karl Marx. 

In short, ‘the Exalted Rabbi’ Judah Loew, the MaHaRaL of Prague, was 
Karl Marx’s forefather 10 generations removed. And while some of Marx’s 
maternal ancestors had been court purveyors and financiers, others in unbroken 
succession were well-known rabbis in several parts of Europe. 

To this day a statue of the MaHaRaL of Prague, erected by the city fathers 
in 1917, can be seen at the entrance to the town hall of the Czech capital, the 
only statue of a rabbi in any capital. Stories of Rabbi Judah Loew’s Golem 
haunting the rafters of Prague’s medieval Altneuschul synagogue — often inter- 
vening to save not only the Jews, but the city itself from sundry catastrophes — 
so caught the popular imagination in Bohemia and Moravia that during World 
War IT the Czech underground hid the statue from the Nazis and put it back in 
place after the war. The line where the statue was cut from its plinth remains 
visible to the naked eye.75 

The MaHaRalL is said to have created a homunculus out of the common clay 
silicate covering the earth (adamah, in Hebrew) out of which Adam was made, 
and.to have infused it with a rudimentary intelligence by putting the forbidden 
Name of God in its mouth. The mythical Golem has inspired novels, plays, 
poems and films.'® 

The Golem came to haunt Norbert Wiener, the father of modern cybernet- 
ics, when — declaring that ‘the machine... is the modern counterpart of the 
Golem of the Rabbi of Prague’ — he weighed the moral problems involved in 
man’s ability to play God and design an electronic ‘creature’ or artifact.'7 

In 1988 a New York exhibition on the theme of the Golem occasioned such 
descriptions of the ‘creature’ fashioned by the MaHaRaL as ‘a Frankenstein 
monster, 2 robot, a Caliban... an ur-version of artificial intelligence machines 
and computers.’ The allegory of the MaHaRaL destroying his own Golem after 
it had served its purpose or run amok has been interpreted — by Gershom 
Scholem, among others ~ as a cautionary tale on man having to retain control of 
the powerful mechanical toys he creates. 
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Judah ben Bezalel Chaim Loew was the scion of a family as old as Rasur’s, or 
older. A child prodigy, he studied Latin, read Plato and Aristotle, and besides 
running the affairs of the Jews of Moravia — of which he was Chief Rabbi from 
1553 to 1573 —and later presiding over Prague’s Talmudic academy, he became 
an outstanding mathematician. He was in touch with Tycho Brahe, the Danish 
astronomer (and discoverer of the ‘Nova’ planet), whom the Habsburg 
Emperor Rudolph II invited to Prague after clerical and other persecution 
forced him to abandon his famous Oranienborg observatory. In the event, the 
Emperor himself desired to meet the ‘Exalted Rabbi’. It was a time of change. 
The Jews of Prague, enjoying a respite from expulsions and persecutions, took 
part in the general intellectual ferment. 

‘They say that recently a certain place’ — America — ‘has been found, called 
by them a New World, previously undiscovered,’ Rabbi Judah Loew noted. 
With his blessing one of his disciples, David Gans, who had first studied in 
Poland under the great Isserless but had since become an astronomer, math- 
ematician and historian, prepared certain charts for Tycho Brahe and worked 
with his young assistant, Johannes Kepler, the other genius who was to revolu- 
tionize the conception of the planetary system. 

In February 1592 the Emperor invited Judah Loew to a private audience. 
The subject of their conversation has remained a mystery to this day,'8 unless it 
had something to do with the Emperor’s interest in alchemy and Kabbalism and 
his known attempt in 1600 to obtain a copy of the Hebrew ‘Book of Creation’ 
(written some time between the 2nd and 6th centuries) dealing with the myster- 
ies of the creation of the cosmos, from which so-called ‘practical Kabbalists’ 
later derived the secret formulae giving them the presumed ability to create an 
artificial man or woman, a Golem, robot or automaton. 

As Byron Sherwin has noted in one of the latest studies of Judah Loew, the 
MaHaRaL never engaged in this type of Kabbalism. Rather, he was well-versed 
in theoretical Kabbalism, which seeks ‘to reveal the concealed’, that is, to pene- 
trate the mysteries of the nature of God and the creation of the universe. His 
many works on ethics and social questions are strewn with ‘anticipations’ of a 
variety of later concepts, ranging from Kant’s theory of the method of knowl- 
edge, through Hegel’s dialectics, to ‘Bergson’s metaphysics and Einstein’s 
physics.’"9 

While this is a large subject, it is the MaHaRaL’s modernist philosophy of 
history and his concept of Messianic redemption that may be of interest and 
significance in relation to the theory of salvation his descendant Karl Marx was 
to proclaim 10 generations after him. 

In 1599, long before Giambattista Vico, in his Scienza Nuova (1725), 
assigned to man any role in creating social or general history, Rabbi Judah 
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Loew — in a remarkably early affirmation of the principle of national self- 
determination — wrote that each nation has the right ‘to be free’ and that ‘the 
subjection and oppression of one nation by another is against the proper order 
of reality.” 

As Martin Buber has pointed out, ‘this short clear-cut statement of the basic 
rights of nations’ — made two centuries before the French Revolution, and 
remarkable for its inclusive universality — ‘has never been surpassed in power 
and clarity of expression.” 

Like Vico, the MaHaRaL of Prague in 1599 presupposed a divine world- 
order. But whereas Vico was unable to provide a cogent conception of history 
because nature remained the mystery of the Creator and man’s actions had 
‘unintended consequences’, the MaHaRaL’s historical analysis logically con- 
nected all phenomena in a universal scheme subject to rational and unifying 
laws, as did the analyses to be undertaken more than two centuries later by 
Hegel and Marx. Unlike their absolute schemes, however, the MaHaRaL pos- 
tulated that room must be allowed for the possibility of supra-rational laws 
intervening, causing what might appear to man as ‘deviations’. 

History was purposeful but timeless. Redemption was certain and pre- 
dictable, but the MaHaRaL carefully kept the idea of the Messiah as impersonal 
as possible, defining it as ‘a potentiality existing in the world.’ Man, he wrote, 
‘was not created in his final perfection... He is born and exists in order to toil 
towards the actualization of his perfection... the realization of his potential.’ 

Messianic redemption, in short, awaited consummation in the dialectical 
process of history, but man could and must hasten its advent — speed up 
what Hegel, writing in a different context, was later to call ‘God’s work in 
history’ — by striving for perfection and preparing the conditions for the new 
age, which would be ‘of this world’, but a world transformed into a new cre- 
ation. 

When postulating in 1599 that every nation was unique and entitled to its 
‘appropriate’ territory, its language and freedom of worship, the MaHaRaL 
declared that any denial of these basic rights was ‘a distortion’ of the natural 
order of things. The Jews’ exile from the land of Israel — the only land ever 
promised to a people and specifically designated as ‘the place appropriate’ to it 
— was certainly an anomalous disturbance of the world reality of a plurality of 
nations, and would not last forever. Exile itself, he argued dialectically, was thus 
‘the best proof and clear evidence’ of Messianic redemption, when the dis- 
turbed world order would be repaired. 

Was Karl Marx using a strikingly similar dialectic when he proclaimed that 
the proletariat, precisely because it was a totally ‘dehumanized’ class outside 
the sphere of civil society, was destined to bring about the universal and ‘total 
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redemption of humanity’? But how was it that this heir to an established 
Messianic tradition without compare turned so violently against his origins 
as to suppress all traces of it and to strike the people endowed from birth 
with a universalist outlook and a sense of history from his book of history? 
And with George Steiner suggesting that Marx might be called ‘a false or 
parodistic Messiah’,?* and Bruce Mazlish in 1984 arguing that the baptized 
Marx received his Messianic urge in its Christian form, where does all this 
lead us? 

It leads us to the inner drama of Marx’s life. Mazlish called it his ‘demonic- 
god-like [Promethean] struggle.’ He quoted the following lines from a famous 
pamphlet published by Marx in 1852: ‘Men make their own history, but they do 
not make it just as they please... but under circumstances directly found, given 
and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all the dead generations weighs 
like a heavy alp on the brain on the living.’ 

Commenting on these lines, Mazlish called Marx a man who made a histori- 
cal revolution ‘out of his personal nightmare’. But this alp or nightmare has 
been little explored because Marx himself imposed a complete taboo on it. Sig- 
nificantly, however, he concluded the passage from which Mazlish quoted the 
above lines with these words: 


The beginner who has learnt a new language always translates it back 
into his mother tongue, but having assimilated the spirit of the new 
language, he can produce freely in it only when he moves in it with- 
out remembering the old and forgets in it his ancestral tongue.73 


Could it be that Karl Marx left a clue here to his own personality, the conflicted 
man and genius who thundered like Moses, prophesied like Isaiah, suffered like 
Job (or if you will, like Jesus), but who chose Prometheus for his role model? 

Prometheus, Marx wrote, ‘is the foremost saint and martyr in the philoso- 
pher’s calendar,’ and it is generally believed that he identified with him because 
Prometheus, whose name means ‘Foresight’, had the gift of prophecy, and 
because he defied the gods and brought light to the abodes of men. But there 
may be another reason as well. Marx, a scion of the legendary creator of the 
Golem, saw himself not only as the creator of a new world, but of a new type of 
man. “The entire so-called history of the world is nothing but the begetting of 
man through labour,’ he wrote, and ‘Self-generation... is the only practical refu- 
tation of the theory of creation.’ The world-redeeming role he assigned to the 
proletariat certainly depended for its fulfilment on the masses of the future, 
after a prolonged and bloody fight for power, undergoing a change of nature, 
abandoning all strife and switching to a peaceful life of collective bliss, like 
newly created men. 
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Prometheus, according to one tradition, not only stole fire from heaven, but 
also ‘created the first men, fashioning them from potter’s clay.’*4 He was thus, 
in one respect, a mythological counterpart of Marx’s ancestor. Adopting him 
may have been one of Marx’s ways of ridding himself of the ‘tradition of all the 
dead generations’ weighing like a heavy incubus on his brain. But this night- 
mare never left him even after he silenced, not to say cut out, his ‘ancestral 
tongue’ in order to prophesy the great collective society of the future in the 
‘new language’ of philosophy, under the symbol of its ‘saint and martyr,’ 
Prometheus. 

To crack his taboo and unravel his inner drama we must turn first to the 
sources and evidence adduced by Marx for his characterization of the Jews. 


In Marx’s characterization of the Jews, the catchword was ‘egoism’. He took 
the cue for this from Feuerbach who, in The Essence of Christianity, had 
declared that — contrary to German Protestantism, in which ‘Love makes man 
God’, so that once man realizes that God is only a reflection of his inner nature 
he can embrace his fellow-men in universal love — ‘the Israelite religion is the 
most narrow-hearted egoism... The Israelites opened to Nature only the 
gastric sense; their taste for Nature lay only in the palate; their consciousness 
of God in eating manna... The Israelites did not rise above the alimentary view 
of theology.’ 

In further passages, Feuerbach quoted Old Testament verses dealing with 
food, such as, ‘When the seventy elders ascended the mountain with Moses, 
they saw God, and when they had seen God, they ate and drank.’ Feuerbach’s 
comment was, ‘with them what the sight of the Supreme Being heightened was 
the appetite for food.’ In short, the gluttonous Jews were averse to the Greek 
cultivation of the arts and science. 

When Marx wrote that the essential basis of the Jewish religion was ‘prac- 
tical need, egoism’, or that the Jewish religion had only ‘contempt for theory, 
for art, for history, for man as an end in himself’, he was rehashing Feuer- 
bach’s thesis. Feuerbach in his turn had been influenced by his friend 
Friedrich Daumer, the renegade theologian who, even as the ‘Damascus 
blood libel’ was being exposed as a fabrication, was researching medieval 
legends for his book Secrets of Christian Antiquity, in which he claimed that 
not only the Jews but Christians too had practised human sacrifices as well as 
cannibalism. 

Easter, Daumer wrote, ‘was the solemn feast when the Semites sacrificed 
children’. But whereas the Hebrews early purified their cult by substituting 
animal sacrifices, ‘one sect continued to perpetuate the ancient cannibalistic 
horrors.’ Naming Jesus as the leader of this clandestine sect, Daumer claimed 
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that at the Last Supper he became suspicious of Judas by the latter’s disgust 
when offered a piece of human flesh. Proceeding to reveal the secret mystery of 
Christianity, Daumer stated that it was fundamentally based on ‘human sacri- 
fice to God, beginning with the immolation of the body of its own God on Gol- 
gotha, and infinitely continued by imitation in the holy communion.’ In proof 
of Christian ritual murders, Daumer cited ‘the innumerable child abductions 
in the Middle Ages... the mortification of the soul, the flesh, and the inquisi- 
tions imposed by orthodox faith, the gallows, auto-da-fés, Saint Bartholomew’s 
Night, the witch-trials, the massacres of Jews, etc.’?° 

It is worth noting that by 1844 Feuerbach himself broke with Daumer, real- 
izing that he was ‘unreliable and the slave of a sick imagination’.?”? Marx, how- 
ever, was presently to be carried away to the point of irrationality in accepting 
Daumer’s pseudo-scientific scandal-book as incontestable truth. In 1847 in 
London he was to declare, in an address to the German Workers’ Educational 
Society, ‘that the supreme thing in Christianity is human sacrifice.’ According 
to the minutes first published in English in 1976 in the Collected Works of Marx 
and Engels, he said: 


Daumer now proves in a recently published work that Christians 
really slaughtered men and at the Holy Supper ate human flesh and 
drank human blood. He finds here the explanation why the Romans, 
who tolerated all religious sects, persecuted the Christians, and why 
the Christians later destroyed the entire pagan literature directed 
against Christianity. Paul himself zealously argued against the 
admission to the Holy Supper of people who were not completely 
initiated into the mysteries. It is then also easy to explain where, for 


example, the relics of the 11,000 virgins came from. 


Quoting further medieval ‘documents’ from Daumer’s book, Marx, having 
earlier finished off the Jews and Judaism, hoped that Daumer’s ‘exposure’ 
would administer the coup de grâce to Christianity and all religion: 


Human sacrifice was sacred and has really existed. Protestantism 
merely transferred it to the spiritual man and mitigated the thing a 
little. Hence there are more madmen among Protestants than in any 
other sect. This story, as presented in Daumer’s work, deals Chris- 
tianity the last blow; the question now is, what significance this has 


for us.?8 


But when he had published ‘On The Jewish Question’ three years before the 
London address, Marx still agreed with Bauer’s view that Christianity was 
superior to Judaism. His assertion that the Jews had infested Christian society 
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with the spirit of money-worship might have come from the mouth of his 
detested enemy, the anti-Semitic King Friedrich Wilhelm IV, who wrote that 
the Jews were ‘soiling’ the whole hierarchic order of the classes ‘which alone 
constitutes the German nation’. 

The most striking thing about Marx’s 1844 essay is that neither then nor 
later, when he was to repeat its gist in Das Kapital, did he — the ‘man of science’ 
and ‘infallible’ prophet who tirelessly researched every subject on which he 
wrote — undertake an independent study of the Jews or their history past and 
present. In 1861, years after he wrote his essay, he was (in a letter to Engels) to 
call Ferdinand Lassalle ‘the Jewish nigger’ and to cap this crude epithet by 
quoting a dubious work on Egypt as proof that the biblical ‘Exodus is nothing 
but the story told by Manetho about the expulsion from Egypt of “the people 
of lepers” headed by an Egyptian priest named Moses. Lazarus, the leper, is 
thus a prototype of the Jew and of Lazarus-Lassalle.’?9 

While uncritically accepting every anti-Jewish stereotype down the ages, 
Marx never bothered to adduce the slightest evidence to substantiate the char- 
ges be made in ‘On The Jewish Question’. Rather, as Julius Carlebach observed, 
he took the description of the German philosophers ‘from Kant to Bauer as 
absolutely authentic images of Jews and Judaism’ and established ‘the continu- 
ity of Jewish self-imposed slavery first to the law (Kant), then to God (Hegel), 
to egoism (Feuerbach) and money (Marx)’. 


The method by which Marx achieved the final reduction of the Jew... 
is the same he had employed so effectively... to turn Hegelianism, 
which was standing on its head, back on its feet. This was accom- 
plished by reversing subject and predicate... If for Bruno Bauer the 
secret of the Jew is in his religion, then for Marx, the secret of the 
religion is in the Jew... If for Kant (and indeed for most of Christian 
Western Europe) the Jew is a trader, then for Marx the trader is a 
Jew. 


In his classic Karl Marx, first published in 1939, Isaiah Berlin wrote that the 
budding prophet of the proletariat — being determined to spare himself ‘the 
sarcasms and insults, to which some of the notable Jews of his generation, 
Heine, Lassalle, Disraeli, were all their life a target’ — simply ‘decided to kill the 
Jewish problem once and for all so far as he was concerned.’3? 

If this, or the wish to declare ‘himself before all the world not to be a Jew’ — 
as Otto Riihle put it3? — was his intention, it was to prove singularly unsuccess- 
ful. Most of his latter-day biographers, noting that ‘egoism’ is a leitmotif that 
pervades Marx’s raillery against the Jews and Judaism, and recalling that he had 
himself been accused by his father of being ‘more than an ordinary egoist’, have 
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traced his anti-Jewish outburst at the age of 25 to the fear of ‘self-contempt’ 
which, unusually for a 17-year-old, he had expressed in his high-school essay 
on choosing a vocation. Contrary to some early Marx biographers who focused 
on his transition to materialism in ‘On the Jewish Question’ and (in the words 
of Mazlish) dismissed his farrago of anti-Jewish ‘nonsense and bad reasoning’ 
as a regrettable ‘lapse of sorts’, the philosopher Nathan Rotenstreich, in 1959, 
was appalled by the striking ‘infiltration of irrational, mythological elements 
into so rational a system as that of Marx when the subject was the problem of 
the Jews and their history’.33 And an historian and Marx scholar like Mazlish, 
writing in 1984, stressed that — other influences aside — ‘words such as “egoism” 
and “money” in Marx’s writings’ always had profound ‘personal meanings for 
him’.34 

Besides self-contempt, self-hate has been suggested as a prime source of the 
otherwise inexplicable intensity of Marx’s Jew-hatred, which S.K. Padover 
described in his 1978 Marx biography as ‘a canker which neither time nor expe- 
rience ever eradicated from his soul’.3> Murray Wolfson, too, called Marx’s 
essay a ‘catharsis of self-hate’;3° and Werner Blumenberg wrote that the gratu- 
itous, often ‘witless’ aspersions cast by Marx on the Jews in his letters to Engels 

were ‘first and foremost a typical example of “self-hate”’.37 

The phenomenon of self-hate prevalent among some of Germany’s baptized 

Jews in Marx’s time has been the subject of a well-known clinical study by the 
philosopher Theodor Lessing.3° Born in 1872 and baptized a Lutheran during 
his student days, Lessing himself experienced the mental torment of this pecu- 
liar malady of the spirit and traced it to the fundamental theme of sin and pun- 
ishment running through the record of the Jews’ historic experience in the Old 
Testament, in which great glories are regularly succeeded by dire disasters. The 
Jews, unable to live up to the high mission for which they were chosen, are 
always sinful, and always punished by the Lord. Unlike other peoples, the con- 
science-striken Jews often blamed themselves for their misfortunes and tended 
to see their tormentors as instruments of the Lord, a circumstance which their 
oppressors turned against them in order to absolve themselves of their own 
guilt in maltreating them. 

On the heels of Voltaire’s declaring the Jews to be ‘contemptible’, and 
Hegel’s describing them as a ‘reprobate’ people, a new phenomenon began to 
affect those baptized Jews in Germany who, in their effort to enter society and 
become ‘more German’ than the Germans, adopted the negative image of 
Judaism of their cultural environment. The famous Rahel Levin wrote in 1795 
that to be Jewish was ‘one long bleeding’. Marx was not the only one to repeat 
Manetho’s ancient fib about the Exodus of the ‘Jewish lepers’ from Pharaonic 
Egypt. Theodor Lessing cited a highly placed lady who confessed that ‘no 
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self-deception helps to wipe out the disgrace of my origin: it sticks to me like 
leprosy.’ 

Though Marx was baptized at the age of 6, he was a Jew by both ‘descent 
and common consent’, which meant that, try as he might to hide his Jewish 
origin or to suppress any reference to it, his friends and foes alike were to keep 
reminding him of it throughout his life. Shortly after his essay appeared in 
February 1844, Marx’s friend Arnold Ruge was to call him ‘an insolent Jew’; 
the Catholic party of the Rhineland regarded him as nothing else; Bakunin was 
to write, ‘Herr Marx is a Hebrew... intolerant and absolutist like Jehovah, the 
Lord God of his ancestors.’ And starting in 1850, with Richard Wagner, racial 
anti-Semitism began to appear in Germany. In an analogy to the Nibelungs, 
who, ‘restlessly busy, like worms in a dead body, ransack the innards of the 
earth [for] the hard metals out of which the fateful ring that is to give them 
control of the world is to be fashioned’, Wagner described the Jews both as 
‘worms swarming and crawling’ over the decomposing body of German music 
and as the spooky, ‘ghostly rulers of the world’, controlling gold and the 
money markets. Violently opposed to their civic emancipation, he was eventu- 
ally to warn his patron, Ludwig II of Bavaria, that they would cause the down- 
fall (Untergang) of mankind. 

Now that racism was added to religious prejudice and social ostracism, the 
German Jews were under attack from all sides. Some sensitive natures were 
driven to commit suicide. Marx, needless to say, was not one to seek that way 
out. He veiled himself in silence. In 1875, when Dr Eugen Diihring, unde- 
terred by his awareness of Marx’s own ‘mockery’ of Jews and Judaism, pro- 
ceeded to assail both ‘Jew Marx’ and the ‘Jewish Socialism’ of ‘Marx and 
Company’ in a book on political economy,3? Marx did not respond. Whether his 
own Jew-hatred rendered him defenceless against anti-Semitism and he was 
hoist with his own petard, he let Engels undertake the job of replying in his 
famous book known as Anti-Diihring; though Engels, reluctant to step into a 
minefield, shied away from any reference to the specific attack on Marx’s Jew- 
ishness. 

Marx himself never publicly returned to the Jewish problem, but was to rave 
all the more violently against Jews and Judaism in his private utterances. One of 
the many pejorative terms he applied to them — ‘lice’ — sounds as bad as 
‘worms’. Nonetheless, it should be stressed that, for all the outward similarity 
between Marx’s ‘The emancipation of the Jews is the emancipation of the 
world from Judaism’ and Wagner’s ‘redemption by downfall’, there is a world of 
difference between them, as there was between the two men. 

Marx, raging against all religion, wanted primarily to see the social condi- 
tions which made men reach for the consolations of religion abolished. Once 
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that happened, he speculated, the Jews would disappear. Wagner wanted the 
perdition of a race. On 12 November 1880, according to Cosima Wagner’s 
Diaries, a ‘highly agitated’ Wagner told Hermann Levi — who at the command 
of Ludwig II of Bavaria, and over Wagner’s objections, was to conduct the first 
performance of Parsifal — that ‘as a Jew he has only to learn to die.’ Wagner kept 
tormenting Levi, but Levi survived. 

Not so Joseph Rubinstein, Wagner’s court pianist. In 1872, Rubinstein, a 
highly impressionable and divided soul who was 23 years old, had read 
Wagner’s Jewry in Music, and asked the composer in a pathetic letter to 
‘save’ him from the ‘curse’ weighing upon his race. A pupil of Liszt, Rubin- 
stein was allowed to join the so-called ‘Nibelung Chancellery’, which 
included more than a handful of talented Jewish musicians who worked 
indefatigably to help establish Wagner’s fame. A year after Wagner’s death in 
1883, Rubinstein took the only course of redemption from the ‘curse of 
Ahasuerus’, the Eternal Wanderer, which Wagner left open to the Jews and 
killed himself. 

Finally, the most famous case of self-hate (documented by the victim him- 
self) was that of the young Austrian psychologist and philosopher Otto Wein- 
inger. In 1902, under the influence of Wagner and others, he converted to 
Christianity. The following year he caused a stir by publishing Sex and Charac- 
ter,*° an anti-Semitic and anti-feminist book (it went into 18 editions within the 
next 15 years), in which he declared that the Jew was even worse than Woman, 
who was interested only in sexual pleasure, in procreation or prostitution, 
weakly depending on man for the definition of her identity. That same year, 
being caught in the double trap of his own philosophy of male superiority and 
the realization that there was no escape from his inferior Jewish being, Wein- 
inger killed himself at the age of 23. 

Theodor Lessing had meanwhile returned to Judaism. His study of Jewish 
self-hate was published in 1930. In 1933, having been ousted from the uni- 
versity at which he had been lecturing, he was living at Marienbad in 
Czechoslovakia when he was assassinated by Nazis dispatched there for that 
purpose.*? 

‘Hate, like love’, Weininger had written in Sex and Character, ‘is a phenome- 
non of projection: man only hates him who disturbingly reminds him of him- 
self.’ With that confession before him, Arnold Kiinzli in 1966 devoted much of 
his massive 800-page psychological analysis of Marx to a Jungian probe for the 
roots of his self-hate. The unusual thing about Kiinzli’s undertaking is that he 
subjected to detailed investigation not only everything known about Marx’s 
personality from his own or other utterances, but also the way it came to be 
reflected in his theories and works. 
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Noting that the ‘inner hell’ of Jewish self-hate could be both destructive 
and creative, Kiinzli concluded ‘beyond any doubt’ that both these forces 
burned like a ‘mighty fire’ in Marx. Besides the anti-Semitic climate of the 
age, he traced its roots primarily to Marx’s hatred of his mother. It was she 
whose reluctance to be baptized caused the ‘conversion conflict’ that marred 
his childhood, and she who clung to her Jewish ways even after her formal 
conversion. It was with her that he quarreled over money, and whereas his sib- 
lings described her as the ‘woeful mother’ who, after his father’s death and 
other misfortunes, devotedly looked after her family, to Marx she was the 
tight-fisted termagant who withheld what he regarded as his rightful inheri- 
tance. But for this abysmal alienation from his mother, Kiinzli argued, Marx’s 
Jew-hatred would hardly have taken the extreme form it did, leading this 
‘born analyst and philosopher of history’ high-handedly, crudely and in a 
non-empirical, superficially generalizing way to brand the Jews and Judaism 
as a sect whose ‘jealous god is money’ and whose cult is ‘huckstering, practical 
need, self-interest’. 

After Marx embraced Communism, capitalist ‘oppressors’ and ‘exploiters’ 
became his fair game, and by the mid~1850s, a decade or so after his essay ‘On 
the Jewish Question’, he was to indulge in the most vicious Jew-baiting in 
three articles about Europe’s financial system published anonymously in the 
New York Daily Tribune. In the first two, he launched a concentrated attack 
on the wealth and power of the Rothschilds and the handful of Europe’s other 
prominent Jewish bankers, at the same time questioning their stability. Insinu- 
ating that because of ‘the Jewish aversion to land’, the Rothschilds owned no 
great estates to fall back on in a crisis, and predicted that the Crimean War 
would lead to a financial crash caused by ‘the representatives of this particular 
race’. 

In the third article, under the title ‘The Russian Loan’ — concerning 50 
million roubles floated by the House of Stieglitz in St Petersburg — he com- 
mented: 


Stieglitz is to [Tsar] Alexander what Rothschild is to [Austria’s Emp- 
eror] Franz Joseph, what Fould is to [Emperor] Louis Napoleon. 
Thus we find every tyrant backed by a Jew, as is every pope by a 
Jesuit. In truth, the cravings of oppressors would be hopeless, and 
the practicability of war out of the question, if there were not an 
army of Jesuits to smother thought and a handful of Jews to ransack 


pockets.*? 


To hold ‘a handful of Jews’ responsible or co-responsible for making wars and 
tyranny possible might pass as a rhetorical hyperbole. But in Marx’s description, 
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Stieglitz was the prototype ‘of the freemasonry of Jews, which has existed in all 
ages.’ His chief partner in negotiating the Russian loan, on the other hand (the 
Amsterdam banking house of the Hope family, who happened to be Gentiles), 
‘enjoy great prestige in Europe from their connections with the Dutch govern- 
ment and their reputation for great integrity and immense wealth.’ But they lent 
to the Russian loan ‘only the prestige of their name’, Marx wrote, while ‘the real 
work is done by the Jews and can only be done by them as they monopolize the 
machinery of the loan-mongering mysteries... In Amsterdam they number not 
fewer than 35,000, many of whom are engaged in this gambling and jobbing of 
securities.’ 

Ironically, Marx’s own Van Geldern and Pressburg forefathers had once 
been ‘Court Purveyors’ and financiers to princes, kings and emperors. But com- 
pared to the wealth of Gentile bankers and captains of industry, the role of the 
‘handful’ of prominent Jewish bankers in the development of modern capital- 
ism was marginal. Even so, Marx had every right to attack them, were it not for 
the fact that — as Edmund Silberner has pointed out — he did not attack capital- 
ists in general but chose to concentrate his assault on ““exploiters” who happen 
to be Jewish’.8 

In writing of Amsterdam’s 35,000 Jews, Marx, virtually condoning the 
Inquisition, went on to say that they included many of the worst descendants of 
the Jews whom Ferdinand and Isabella drove out of Spain, and who, after lin- 

gering a while in Portugal, were driven from there as well; not only that, but 
these men had ‘their agents at Rotterdam, the Hague, Leyden, Harlem... and 
various other places in the Netherlands and surrounding German and French 
territories’. These agents, in their turn, were better informed than ‘the smartest 
highwayman in the Abruzzi’ about to rob ‘a traveller’s valise or pocket’ about 
where to find ‘loose capital’. They would create a market for the loan and at the 
same time pocket 17 million roubles of it. By writing in this vein and conclud- 
ing ‘Thus do these loans, which are a curse to the people, a ruin to the holders 
and a danger to the government, become a blessing to the houses of the chil- 
dren of Judah’,4# Marx, the historian of capitalism and otherwise a well- 
informed man, who cannot have been unaware of the poverty of the Jews in 
large parts of the Continent and of their pariah status in some, was carried away 
to the point of creating the impression that all the Jews were stock-jobbers and 
profiteers engaged in the ‘loan-mongering’ machinery which was ruining 
Europe. 

But how could Marx identify ‘the Jew’ with the capitalist overlords, he who 
is supposed to have substituted the plight of the enslaved proletariat for that of 
the Jews? Kiinzli has offered the explanation that, to Marx, ‘masters and slaves 
were but two forms of one and the same self-interest, one and the same alien- 
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ation. The submissiveness of the slave is a symptom of the same evil as the lust 
for exploitation of the master. Seen in this light, the slave represents the capital- 
ist system with its alienation just as well as the master.’ 

Kiinzlt’s analysis went on: 


The Jews could therefore be seen by Marx both as slaves and as mas- 
ters. His hatred was directed at the slavishness in Judaism because it 

_ had done nothing to put an end to the egoism of bourgeois society 
and the bourgeois state; the masters he hated for doing everything to 
exploit the latter in their own interest.45 


Baptized in childhood and uprooted from the 1,000-year-old tradition of his 
forefathers, Marx, according to Kiinzli, was practically ‘born into a world of 
alienation’. Although his father Herschel-Heinrich had entered a protest 
against Prussia for forcing him to choose between conversion and his family’s 
livelihood, he had ultimately given in. This may have unconsciously gener- 
ated in the son when young a feeling of contempt both for the submissive of 
his Jewish father and for the religion he so easily discarded, along with an 
equally unconscious tendency towards revolutionary radicalism. The result 
was his ambition — corresponding to his own high valuation of himself — to 
assert ‘to himself and the world’ that he was ‘a non-Jew and would not tread 
the path of submissiveness.’ His mother, on the other hand, appeared to him 
as both ‘slavish’ and ‘masterful’ — the former because of her somewhat lac- 
rimose religious devotion, and the latter because of her firm and prudent 
management of her household budget and financial resources. Kiinzli held 
that ‘if Marx in public identified Judaism only with the masters, he did so 
precisely in order to appear in the eyes of the world as the no-longer-Jewish 
prophet of revolution’,‘° while in his private anti-Semitic utterances he iden- 
tified Judaism predominantly with the supposedly ‘slavish-feminine’ element 
in the Jewish soul, which represented everything that Marx rejected in his 
life. 

In short, in Kiinzli’s Jungian interpretation Judaism became Marx’s ‘shadow’, 
the ‘personal darkness’ which, on the one hand, represents the ‘rejected, repres- 
sed element of our psyche’, and on the other, the ‘general-human dark side in 
us... the structural readiness for the inferior and the dark in every man.’#° To 
Kiinzli, Marx’s anti-Semitic utterances were thus ‘a mirror revealing the dark 
side of his soul.’4?7 And since Marx’s negative ‘shadow’ — self-hate — was a ‘pro-~ 
jective’ phenomenon, Kiinzli used the simile of the cinema projector. Just as the 
latter magnifies a hundredfold the image appearing on the screen, so Marx’s sub- 
conscious, maximizing the negative image of the ‘egoistic, money-worshipping’ 
Jews, demonized them as capitalist ‘loanmongers’ engaged practically in a world 
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conspiracy which, as he wrote in the New York Tribune, had to be ‘exposed and 
stigmatized’. 

In the revised third edition of his Marx biography (1963), Isaiah Berlin 
wrote that ‘his origin was a personal stigma which he was unable to avoid point~ 
ing out in others.” If for the last few words one substitutes ‘projecting on 
others’, this is an anticipation of the theory Kiinzli was to amplify in 1966. And 
the longer he looked at the dark unconscious side of his subject, the more con- 
vinced he became that Marx himself ‘essentially saw the world through the dis- 
torting mirror of his negative relation to his mother, his unconscious contempt 
for his father and his Jewish self-hate.’5° 

Many have felt that Marx loved humanity in the abstract or were struck by 
the contradiction between the rational thinker and the vehemence bordering on 
the irrational with which he attacked not only his rivals but even insignificant 
foes and former friends. But none has shown, as Kiinzli has don, quoting 
example after example, that the Marx who spent hours playing with his chil- 
dren and stopped to pat the head of every urchin he met on his London walks 
was the same Marx who, in his demonic youthful poems, had displayed a 
curious mixture of self-deification and self-hate: 


So a god has snatched from me my all 
In the curse and rack of Destiny. 

All his worlds are gone beyond recall! 
Nothing but revenge is left to me! 


On myself revenge I'll proudly wreak, 

On that being that enthroned Lord, 

Make my strength a patchwork of what’s weak 
Leave my better self without reward!... 


In other verses written at 19, he had looked down with disdain upon the world 
and mocked ‘the stormy pilgrimage’ of humankind, its ‘frenzied race that never 
ceases towards the Indeterminate’. No, he would not join these ‘wretched 
pigmy giants’ who would all go down together with the rubble of a world con- 
demned to destruction.5* 

By the time he was 25, he expressed his contempt — in “On the Jewish 
Question’ — for the ‘human rubbish’ (‘Menschenkehricht’) on which the Chris- 
tian-German state was based. Marx may have loved the proletariat, but he 
despised people. ‘Human rubbish’ was not a one-time definition. In 1862, 
when he was 44, Marx began to describe people as ‘rabble’, as in a letter to 
Engels referring to his isolation and saying ‘the portion of humanity which is 
here can kiss me... what rabble!’ He went on using this term, but in his old 
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age he returned to ‘human rubbish’, writing from his convalescence at St 
Aubins: “The steamers with their cargo of fresh human rubbish have not yet 
arrived.’5? 

The contempt for humanity at large that Marx expressed when young could 
not but grow after the failure of the 1848 revolutions and the bitterness of life 
in exile. In a letter to Lassalle written in 1858 he confessed that, after the events 
of the past 10 years, ‘contempt for the masses as for individuals has become the 
common wisdom of every rational being [English in original]... If I were to 
follow my inclination, I would wish that the superficial calm continue for some 
years as this is the best time for scientific projects.’ But, he added, ‘stormy times 
are imminent, and any such philistine thoughts will be swept away by the first 
storm.’53 Kiinzli has seen this as an indication that Marx was conscious of the 
conflict between his ‘contempt for the masses as for individuals’ and his chosen 
vocation as the saviour of the masses. As a scholar, Marx would gladly retire to 
his study and his books and let mankind look after itself. But history with its 
‘storms’ intervened every so often to remind him that the birth pangs of ‘the 
new Communist man’ were approaching and that it was his task to help history 
deliver it. 

In Kiinzli’s words, it is for the sake of and to the cause of this ‘future man’ 
that Marx sacrificed his private inclinations and overcame his contempt for the 
masses. Far from being animated by ‘love thy neighbour’ or interested in ‘men 
in the here and now’ — that is, in the human rubbish that he all too often 
‘despises, mocks and hates’ — his concern and his love were for ‘the great collec- 
tive We of the future’. 

To Marx, in Kiinzli’s view, ‘man was an eschatological concept’, a concept 
which came to him unconsciously by way of his Jewish heritage. Künzli called 
Marx ‘a rabbi, albeit a renegade rabbi, estranged from his God, his community 
and his people. He lived solipsistically only for his vocation.’>+ 

For the other side of his demonic, demigod-like ‘contempt for mankind’ 
was a salvationist tendency. Both had appeared in Marx’s school-leaving essay 
at 17 ~ the first in the curious observation that ‘self-contempt is a serpent’ that 
‘sucks out the heart’s lifeblood and mixes it with the venom of hatred for 
humanity’; the second in his uncannily prefiguring his own life by opting for a 
martyr’s crown and a vocation ‘in which we can do most for humanity... then 
we experience no meagre, narrow, egoistic joy, but our own happiness belongs 
to millions... and our ashes will be moistened by the glowing tears of noble 
men.’ 

The turning point was the year 1843. In September, having begun the essay 
‘On the Jewish Question’, he wrote a letter to Ruge setting out the guide-lines 
for the projected German-French Yearbooks, declaring that it must not ‘hoist a 
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dogmatic banner’, and least of all a Communist one. He ended the letter with 
several cryptic sentences showing a definite salvationist-apocalyptic tendency: 


The world has long entertained a dream of something which it 
only needs to become conscious of in order for it to possess it in 


reality. 


Our task is not to draw a sharp mental line between past and future 
but to complete the thought of the past... 


What is needed above all is a confession, and nothing more. To 
obtain forgiveness for its sins mankind needs only to declare them for 


what they are.55 


Kiinzli has taken these lines as a strong indication that, from the beginning, 
Marx approached the social question as a ‘salvationist problem of history’. He 
compares the Marx of 1843, locked up in his study at Kreuznach, to Moses, but 
‘a Moses in search of a people’. He was out to ‘emancipate’, i.e., to save man- 
kind from the alienation caused by self-interest and egoism. 

Robert Tucker, in a penetrating study,5® seems to have been the first to point 
out that ‘alienation’ is a concept of modern psychiatry, denoting a loss of iden- 
tity. Kiinzli went further. Arguing that both the curious ‘confession’ required 
by Marx of mankind for its sins to be forgiven and his seeking the answer to the 
social problem in history before he ever studied Socialist literature in earnest 
were essentially, if unconsciously, Jewish. Kiinzli summed up Marx’s acute 
problem at this stage as follows: ‘Marx was not only a German philosopher. He 
was also a Jew.’ But as a Jew cut off from his people and community he was a 
stranger to himself, ‘uncomfortable in his own skin... If he wanted to live on as a 
philosopher he had to overcome Hegel’ — a ‘titanic’, Promethean task which he 
had forecast in his doctoral] dissertation when writing that there was life ‘after 
a total philosophy’, but only for the man who, not content to spend his whole 
life lolling blissfully ‘in his own skin’, was bold enough to ‘build a new world, 
become a world-creator by his own efforts.’ But, as Kiinzli pointed out, Marx 
was facing ‘the second great task of his life: If he wanted to live as a Jew and 
fulfil his vocation, he had to find his people...’57 

But what were the ‘sins’ that mankind had to confess and atone for? Künzli 
went by the thesis that the Jews, as the ‘chosen people’ charged from the 
beginning of their nationhood with a transcendental mission of redemption, 
have an in-built collective sense of guilt for falling short of fulfilling it in the 
imperfect here and now; and that even Jewish ‘self-hate’ is, metaphysically 
speaking, nothing but a desperate ‘wrangling with God’ (as in the case of the 
innocent Job), or a rebellious refusal to share in the burden of the Jews’ alone 
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having to atone through age-long suffering and dispersal for the general sins 
of mankind. 

Marx repressed this guilt and was eventually to project it on capitalism and 
its ‘modes of production’, magnifying its objective evils by piling on it all those 
with which he charged the Jews and ‘Judaized’ Christian civil society. Nowhere 
in his profuse public and private writings did Kiinzli find any sign of Marx’s 
being aware that his own fateful alienation — from his family, his forefathers, his 
people and their collective destiny, and soon from his native Prussia — might be 
related to the theory of alienation which was to become a fundamental theme of 
his whole work. 

The more stringent the taboo, however, which his Jewish self-hate imposed 
on the subject, the stronger became his unconscious tendency to conceive of 
alienation as a general human problem. His vocation was to redeem mankind 
from it, but as the Jewish way of redemption — through the intermediary of a 
people allied to God — was no longer his, he had to find another way to ‘com- 
plete the task of the past’ and to build a bridge to the future. 

Giving an additional dimension to the basic question of the motive power 
that ultimately drove Marx (and, more specifically, why him of all the bourgeois 
Young Hegelians) to become the prophet of the proletariat at a time when 
few German philosophers had anything but contempt for ‘the people’, Kiinzli 
asked: 


How did the German philosopher Karl Marx, estranged from the 
German people by the anti-Semitism of the age and — by his intro- 
jection of this anti-Semitism — estranged from his own Jewish people 
as well, find his way back to a people? How did this Moses-Marx, 
who only lived in his books and had lost almost all contact with 
reality, find his Israel, or a substitute for it? 


For an answer, Künzli went back to the three articles on “The Prussian Wood- 
Theft Law’ published by Marx in the late autumn of 1842. It will be remem- 
bered that in those articles the young editor of the Rheinische Zeitung, 
condemning the landowners who were trying to protect their rich forests and 
the timber industry, had protested, on behalf of the masses of the poor who had 
no political or social possessions, that the gathering of dead wood was a ‘univer- 
sal right of custom’, the right of the poor in all lands. 

Kiinzli focused on a passage in these articles in which Marx allegorically 
compared the poor to ‘the dry thin branches’ of cracked wood they were col- 
lecting. Just as in the forest ‘firmly rooted’ trees with mighty trunks absorbed 
all the air, sun and water, so society was divided into a privileged class of mas- 
ters and a still raw one of dispossessed slaves who, like the dead wood in the 
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forest, were ‘dissevered from organic life’. Nature, Marx wrote, treated the 
poor more humanely than the human lords and masters who denied them the 
right to dead wood. 

Marx called the poor ‘the elementary class of society’. In Kiinzli’s view, this 
unusual characterization marked the discovery by the deracinated, fundamen- 
tally alienated Marx of ‘a group of people entrapped in a “Jewish fate” without 
being Jews, and with whom he could identify without being a Jew. The discov- 
ery of poverty enabled Marx to fulfil his profoundly Jewish mission — the 
redemption of mankind — while remaining a non-Jew or even an anti-Jew.’5° 

Significantly, Marx had referred to Prussia’s ‘infamous materialism’ in 
advising the Rhenish Diet to disregard ‘civic reasoning and civic morality’ 
when considering the Wood-Theft Law, and had called this ‘a sin against the 
Holy Spirit of the nations and of mankind.’ Just as universal poverty knew ‘no 
fatherland’, he had observed, ‘so forest owners are the same in Kamchatka as 
in the Rhine province and particular interests know no fatherland and no 
province either’; and seeing the masters as both perpetrators of the sin of 
alienation and its victims, he blamed the state which sanctioned their privi- 
leges and set people against each other for presiding over a system that dehu- 
manized man. Kiinzli deduced from this that Marx’s primary social concern 
at this early stage on his road towards ‘historic materialism’ was not the mate- 
rial plight of ‘the elementary class’, the poor, but a redemptionist urge to 
abolish its alienation and the alienation of man in general. Marx had indeed 
concluded his third article on the Wood-Theft Law in November 1842 by 
stressing that what was at stake was ‘the very salvation of mankind’ (‘um die 
Menschen zu retten...’). 

In further support of his thesis, Kiinzli quoted the letter written by Marx in 
May 1843, in which ~ describing to Ruge ‘the animal kingdom of politics’ pro- 
duced in Germany by ‘centuries of barbarism... now standing before us as a 
complete system based on the principle of the dehumanized world’ — he had 
observed on the theme of masters and slaves: 


The hereditary masters are the aim and goal of the entire [Prussian 
and German] society... They accept themselves as they are and place 
their feet... on the necks of the political animals who have no other 
vocation than to be their loyal attentive subjects [i.e., their slaves}. 


If one considers that the central historic experience of the Jews, told and retold 
in every generation, is the Exodus story of Moses revolting against the yoke of 
the Egyptian pharaohs and leading the Israelites ‘from slavery to freedom’, 
what is more natural than Kiinzli’s suggestion that Marx — after accomplishing 
his task as a German philosopher by demonstrating that Prussia, far from being 
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the rational state glorified by Hegel, was actually the modern counterpart of 
Pharaonic Egypt, the land of servitude — turned to ‘the second great task of his 
life... to find the people whom he would lead out of Hegel’s Egypt-Prussia’,59 
and upon discovering ‘the elementary class of the poor’, adopted it as the 
‘chosen class’ to substitute for the ‘chosen people’. In what other group of 
people, Kiinzli asked, ‘could he find his personal experience of alienation so 
incarnated as to enable him... to speak, revolt, destroy, achieve power and 
announce salvation in its and his own name?’ 

While not diminishing Hegel’s influence on him, Kiinzli submitted that 
when Marx, straight from his honeymoon, buried himself in his study with a 
mountain of history books, he did so primarily in order to find out to what 
extent the sufferings of the poor were historically relevant, and whether they 
had ‘the salvationist potential’ to serve as his medium for changing the world by 
translating philosophical theory into practice. His chosen vocation was to bring 
‘happiness to the millions’ by putting an end to the alienation of man, but 
Marx, the ‘new Moses’, had to find out 


the transcendental meaning of the people of the poor. The questions 
which Marx addressed to history... were the same which his great 
rabbinical ancestors had addressed to the Talmud in their intense 
search for the transcendental meaning of the people of Israel.®° 


There have, of course, been dissenting voices, and at least one scholar has 
firmly stated that ‘the eschatological element in Marx’s thought... is a direct 
consequence of his Hegelian antecedents’ and ‘cannot be traced to any direct 
influence of the Judeo-Christian tradition as such, nor did it originate in 
Marx’s ancestral background... Kiinzli begs the question by wholly disregard- 
ing the problem of the extent of Marx’s own awareness of those specific Jewish 
traditions held responsible for his views. ô! 

This assertion ignores the fact that, however much or little Marx knew of his 
illustrious rabbinical forefathers, Kiinzli’s theory was based on his conscious 
repression of it. To suggest that Marx had not the faintest idea of his ancestry 
shuns the question of how his youngest daughter Eleanor — who was born in 
London and never knew her grandparents — came to know of her paternal 
descent from ‘an old Hungarian Jewish family driven by persecution to 
Holland... [they] became known by the name of Pressburg, really the name of 
the town from which they came’, unless she had heard it from Marx himself. 
And Marx himself in 1850, Kiinzli pointed out, 6 years after publication of his 
essay damning the Jews, drew an astonishing parallel between ‘the proletariat’ 
and ‘the people of Israel’ when he wrote, in The Class Struggles in France: ‘The 
present generation is like the Jews whom Moses led through the desert. Not 
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only will it have to conquer a new world, it must also perish to make room for 
those men who will be fitted for a new world.”* 

Kiinzli is not the only one who has dealt with Marx’s total silence on the 
emergence of a Socialist Jewish proletariat under his very nose. The foundation 
in 1876 of a ‘Social Revolutionary Association of Jewish Workers’ in London, 
and its resolutions making ‘a dramatic and clear distinction between the few 
exploiters and the many exploited among the Jews’, were extensively reported 
in two consecutive issues of Vpered, a Russian-language periodical edited in 
London by the revolutionary Peter Lavrov. Marx, who took a keen interest in 
Russia at the time and had taught himself the language, kept ‘an almost com- 
plete file’ of this journal in his library.% He referred Engels to an item about 
Bakunin in the first of the two issues in question, and to a forthcoming article in 
the second. But he never wrote a word about either the nascent Jewish Social- 
ism in London or about the revolutionary stirrings among the Jews in Russia 
reported in Vpered, just as he was to keep silent about the 1881-82 wave of anti- 
Jewish pogroms in Russia. 

These events, as Julius Carlebach has observed, were ‘relevant to the history 
of European society’. The fact that none of them drew a single comment from 
Marx, ‘the man whose great interest and concern was to analyse and interpret 
the world in which he lived and the events that changed it’, struck Carlebach as 
an odd and grave omission. Having some reservations about Kiinzli’s posthu- 
mous Jungian analysis of Marx’s self-hate, Carlebach preferred to speak of 
Marx’s ‘blockage’ in matters concerning Jews and Judaism. 

But Carlebach had no explanation for Marx’s ‘irrational response’ on the 
death of his wife to an obituary published by his son-in-law Charles Longuet in 
the Paris daily La Justice, of which he was the editor. On the basis of informa- 
tion he can have heard only from his wife or his mother-in-law, Longuet wrote 
that Jenny’s marriage to Karl Marx had met with many prejudices, ‘the 
strongest of which was race prejudice. It is known that the illustrious Socialist 
is of Jewish origin.” Whereupon a fuming Marx wrote Longuet a letter in which 
he called him a liar, a ‘genius at invention’, and asked him never to mention his 
name again. 

To Kiinzli, the reason for Marx’s disingenuous behaviour — forgetting in his 
rage that shortly before his marriage he had himself complained that the violent 
opposition of Jenny’s ‘pietist and aristocratic’ relatives had nearly ruined her 
health — was obvious. So long as the Jew was a capitalist and nothing else, 
Kiinzli wrote, ‘Marx could not possibly be a Jew.’ This was his alibi in the eyes 
of the world, and any mention of his origin or of Jewish proletarians would 
have shaken his alibi as well as the system he built on the theory of Christian 
bourgeois society’s being ‘Judaized to the core’. 
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Significantly, it was left to Marx’s own daughter Eleanor and to his closest, 
life-long associate — Engels — to correct, not to say disavow, Marx by acknowl- 
edging the existence of a Jewish proletariat. Engels did so in a letter published 
on 9 May 1890 in the Social-Democratic Arbeiter-Zeitung, in which he called it 
‘the most exploited and the most miserable’ group on earth. Marx had been 
dead for 7 years when Engels stressed that, compared to the wealth of Ameri- 
can Gentile millionaires, or that of England’s landed gentry or even of the great 
Rhineland industrialists, Jewish wealth was negligible — a far cry from the ‘uni- 
versal domination’ of which Marx had accused it, first in ‘On the Jewish Ques- 
tion’, and later in his articles in the New York Daily Tribune. 

Later that year, on 21 October, Marx’s daughter Eleanor (“Tussy’), in accept- 
ing an invitation to address a protest meeting in London’s East End against the 
latest pogrom of Jews in Russia, wrote to the organizers that she would be very 
glad to speak ‘at the meeting of Novbr. 1st, the more glad, that my Father was a 
Jew. 

In the midst of the great 1888-89 wave of ‘Match Girl’ strikes, 10,000 tailor- 
ing workers in the East End had put down their needles for 6 weeks in a 
demand for a 72-hour week; and in January 1890, 4,000 Jewish workers belong- 
ing to 8 unions, including ‘the Hebrew Cabinetmakers’ Society; Stick and Cane 
Dressers’ Union; International Furriers’ Society... Tailors and Pressers’ 
Union... United Cap-Makers’ Society and International Journeymen Boot-fin- 
ishers’ Society’, had met to found the Federation of East London Labour 
Unions. Against this background, Engels’s public letter is believed to have been 
written in an attempt to disabuse some of Germany’s leading Socialists at the 
time of the idea that anti-Semitism, although reactionary, might be helpful in 
ultimately inciting the workers and groups of petit bourgeois against capitalists 
in general. 

But what induced Eleanor Marx, who since the age of 17 had acted as her 
father’s secretary, was present at his political discussions with his chief lieu- 
tenants, supervised the first English edition of Das Kapital and was a passionate 
believer in his ideas, to emphasize that her father was a Jew, thus not only 
undoing in 4 words — as her biographer Yvonne Kapp put it — ‘the baptism of 
her paternal grandfather’ but drawing the attention of the world to what her 
father tried all his life to conceal? 

‘Tussy’ Marx was not only the most intellectually gifted of Marx’s three 
daughters, but facially his very image and possessed by the same fiery tempera- 
ment. Marx himself is reported to have said that his eldest daughter Jenny 
(called ‘Jennychen’ to distinguish her from her mother) ‘is most like me, but 
Tussy... is me.’ Her whole life revolved around him, and on his death, when she 
was 28, she became his literary executor (together with Engels), which provided 
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her with the extraordinary activity of sorting and helping to publish his manu- 
scripts and spread his message of social revolution. She also became a political 
writer in her own right, an acclaimed public speaker and trade-union organizer, 
a co-founder with Engels of the Second International. 

The daughters of forceful fathers often have serious problems. By her own 
confession, Marx caused Eleanor ‘long miserable years’ by stubbornly opposing 
her marriage to a French radical ex~count disowned by his family. ‘Yet in spite 
of everything’, she wrote, she and her father’s ‘love and trust in each other’ 
remained the same. It was only 12 years after Marx’s death, when Engels in turn 
was dying, that she learned to her shock and disbelief that Freddy Demuth, an 
uneducated working man, was not Engels’s bastard son, but her own half- 
brother, the offspring of Marx and their maid-of-all-work. 

No one can say for certain what made Eleanor — who on her mother’s side 
was of Scottish-Prussian descent — declare that she felt ‘drawn to the Jewish 
people’, or what led her to seek her Jewish roots among the workers in White- 
chapel; or, for that matter, what prompted her, while doing her utmost to fulfil 
her father’s legacy, proudly and more than once to assert, ‘I am a Jewess’ or 
invoke his rabbinical ancestry and reveal the highly vulnerable spot he tried to 
cover up by a self-imposed taboo on his origin. 

In her biography of Tussy, Kapp wrote of ‘the conflict that must have tor- 
mented Eleanor’ as she tried to reconcile ‘her father’s anti-Semitic fleers with 
her own awakening pride in her Jewish antecedents, roused... by the poverty- 
stricken and persecuted working-class Jews — from all lands — to whom Marx 
had never given much thought.” 

Shortly after her father’s death, Eleanor, in defiance of convention, had 
established a ‘free love’ ménage with the controversial Dr Edward Aveling, a 
married man of many parts — scientist, popular lecturer on Darwinism, 
radical Socialist and notorious libertine and philanderer — whom George 
Bernard Shaw was to feature in The Doctor’s Dilemma as a ‘scoundrel’ and 
‘blackguard’ in the character of Dubedat. She lived with Aveling for 14 years, 
but in 1898, stunned by a cruel act of deceit on his part, she committed 
suicide. In the opinion of Kapp, ‘Aveling alone could not have destroyed 
Eleanor’, and she counts her disappointment at the fact that ‘the mainstream 
of the British working-class movement’ of the time turned its back on 
Marxism among the complex factors and ‘final despairs’ that made her choose 
suicide. 

But the life and death of the spirited and gifted Eleanor, who poured all the 
boundless energy and love previously reserved for her father into the fight for 
the exploited workers of every nationality and other humanitarian causes, 
raises the question whether Marx’s personal alienation did not repeat itself 
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with destructive effect in his daughter — or daughters (her sister Laura was to 
commit suicide 13 years after she did) — who lacked his ability to shape reality 
to his will. 

As for Kiinzli’s thesis that Marx, shortly after writing ‘On the Jewish Ques- 
tion’ in a paroxysm of self-hate, paradoxically and unconsciously substituted 
the suffering but ‘chosen class’ of the proletariat for the persecuted ‘chosen 
people’, Edmund Wilson had made the same analogy when he wrote that Marx 
transferred his righteous anger at ‘the social disabilities of the Jew as well as the 
moral insight and the world vision derived from his religious tradition in all 
their formidable power to an imaginary proletariat’;* and many others have 
seen in Marx a universal Jewish prophet in the tradition of Isaiah and Amos. It 
is, however, one thing to compare Marx metaphorically with Moses by writing, 
as Friedrich Heer did, that ‘there blazed forth from this wanderer between two 
worlds, between mankind’s farthest past and farthest future, such fires as 
accompanied the passage of Moses’s people,®? and another to prove Marx’s 
own self-identification with Moses by means of a Jungian analysis of his writ- 
ings. And Carlebach has rightly warned against the dangers iin attempts ‘to 
deduce a person’s feelings, attitudes and expressions from such... uncorrobo- 
rated evidence.’ 

To note that Kiinzli has given a fascinating portrait of Marx as the alienated 
man par excellence, a Faustian genius often driven by uncontrollable, intuitive or 
noumenal forces, is not to endorse his theory that Marx saw himself as a ‘new 
Moses’ or to accept his conclusion that the prophet of Communism — in spite of 
his life-long struggle to cancel the transcendental element connected with his 
origin and his salvationist vocation — was, dialectically speaking and against his 
will, a ‘modern prophet of Israel’. 

It was actually a time-bomb that Marx manufactured in ‘On the Jewish 
Question’. Like many of his works, this essay was largely ignored during his 
lifetime. This changed early in the zoth century. Starting in 1920, Hitler began 
to refer approvingly to Marx’s ‘solution’ to the Jewish question. The theme was 
taken up by other Nazi propagandists, not before Hitler had noted with delight 
that the ‘scientific’ demonstration of ‘the danger of Judaism originates from 
none other than a Jew.’7° 

Shortly after the end of World War IJ, Edmund Silberner, examining the 
effect of Marx’s anti-Jewish essay on modern Socialism in ‘Was Marx an Anti- 
Semite?’, observed that 


Hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of [Marx’s] adepts read Zur 


Judenfrage with the same zeal and ardour as they read The Com- 
munist Manifesto. Those who accepted his views were much more 
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numerous than those who ventured to formulate objections or quali- 


fications. 


Challenging all theories that Marx was, unknowingly, ‘a product of Judaism, a 
continuator of its prophetic traditions, “the Isaiah of the capitalist society”,’ on 
the grounds that they transgressed ‘the limits of rigorous thinking’, Silberner 
pointed out that neither Marx’s fanaticism nor his self-styled singleness of 
purpose are exclusively Jewish attributes. ‘Prophets of any nationality’ must 
possess these characteristics, ‘or else there would be no prophets at all. Were 
Fourier, Owen, or Lenin less imbued with [them] than Marx?” 

Silbener’s scholarly study, originally published in 1949, was later incorpo- 
rated into his expanded work on Socialists and the Jewish Question. By then 
(1962), with a new generation of Marxists, ‘the Left’, ‘the new Left’, etc., by 
and large imbibing Marx’s idea of the Jews as an ‘anti-social element’, he saw no 


reason to change one of his original conclusions — which was that 


Willingly or not, Karl Marx contributed powerfully to provoke or 
to strengthen anti-Jewish prejudice among his Christian followers, 
and to estrange from their own people a good number of his Jew- 
ish admirers. He thus unquestionably holds one of the key posi- 
tions in what may, or rather must, be designated by a new but 
appropriate term as the anti-Semitic tradition of modern Social- 


ism.7? 


Of course Marx cannot be blamed for the crimes committed by Hitler or Stalin. 
Words were his chief weapon. Wherever he took his inspiration, his anti-Jewish 
essay is the most conspicuous, if not the only example, of his capacity to use 
and misuse language, and at the same time a flagrant illustration of the ancient 
adage of his forefathers that ‘death and life are in the power of the tongue’, i.e., 
the word.”? 

Kiinzli’s wide-ranging study of Marx’s inner character, which S.K. Padover 
described as a ‘solidly and meticulously documented account with a special 
slant’ (whereas Bruce Mazlish in 1984 regretted that it had not been translated 
into English73), has not received the attention it deserves. Yet in the flood of 
2oth-century literature on Marx, it is precisely the special angle chosen by 
Kiinzli that makes his book so interesting. After a century which has seen both 
the apogee of Marxism and the end of the myth that all Marx’s theses and theo- 
ries were pure science, it was high time for an exploration of the extent to which 
Marx’s character and subjective being, or what Robert Tucker called his ‘inner 
drama’, affected and was projected into the mighty social drama he conjured up 


in his works. 
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This is precisely what Kiinzli has done in his ‘slanted’ but well-researched 
psychological study. Not all his findings are convincing, but he has illuminated 
much of the dark enigmatic side of Marx’s contradictory personality, and we 
may refer to him again briefly whenever he has something plausible or relevant 
to say as we follow Marx’s road from ‘On the Jewish Question’ to the discovery 
of the ‘proletariat’ and The Communist Manifesto. 
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The ‘Doctors’ Gather in Paris 
and Marx Discovers the ‘Proletariat’ 


In 1843 and 1844 a group of extraordinary characters converged on Paris, City 
of Light and ‘Mother of Revolutions’, bustling with the creators of a new 
world and with ‘men of gifts more varied, more striking and more articulate 
than at any time since the Renaissance.’ The new arrivals, in non-chronological 
order, were Karl Marx, Moses Hess, Michael Bakunin, Friedrich Engels and 
Ferdinand Lassalle. Atheists, non-conformists and dissenters — each eager and 
burning to remake the world in his own image — they were all young. 

Dr Karl Marx, slim, broad-shouldered and darkly handsome, was 25 when 
he arrived at the end of October 1843 with his wife Jenny, a stately beauty of 29 
with an elaborate coiffure falling in curls and ringlets about her shoulders, who 
was 4 months pregnant. They made an attractive couple and were happy to 
have left the stale air of Germany behind them. ‘The very air here breathes 
servitude,’ Marx had written to Arnold Ruge in Paris, several weeks before his 
departure. Although he was about to become a man without a country, he had 
congratulated Ruge on the choice of Paris as the venue for the publication of 
the German-French Yearbooks and looked forward to the combined challenge of 
co-editing a periodical in the ‘capital of the modern world’ and the chance of 
having a platform for the dissemination of his ideas, not to mention the finan- 
cial security that went with it. 

It seemed an auspicious time to be launching the bilingual Yearbooks and 
effecting the planned fusion between advanced German philosophy and the 
political experience of the French Socialists. The curtain was about to rise on 
what Heine, in one of his 1842 articles in the Augsburg Allgemeine Zeitung, had 
called the great unpredictable ‘duel’ between the haves and the have-nots. Since 
then, in another article for that paper titled ‘Communism, Philosophy and 
Clerisy’ and datelined 15 June 1843, he had remarked that, though the disciples 
of Saint-Simon and Fourier kept raising the social question, they were ‘not 
driven by any demoniac necessity’. They were not, he went on to predict, 


the predestined instruments whereby the supreme Will of Mankind 
will realize its mighty intentions. Sooner or later the scattered family 
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of Saint-Simon and the whole general staff of the Fourierists will 
join the growing army of Communists, lending their formulae to the 
brute force of necessity, and playing a role similar to that of the 
Fathers of the Church.' 


Heine was far from enchanted by this prospect. As for Marx, he had only begun 
to study Communism. In his September letter he had advised Ruge that philos- 
ophy must join the practical ‘battle’ by engaging in ‘the ruthless criticism of the 
existing order’ without flinching from ‘conflict with the powers that be’. This 
was the sole conclusion he had reached so far. But how to translate philosophi- 
cal theory into practical politics and action? 

‘The question “where from?” — he observed to Ruge — ‘presents no prob- 
lems, the question “where to” is a rich source of confusion.’ In Paris, within 
two months of his arrival, Marx was to find the agent and the weapon with 
which to render philosophy capable of changing the reality of the world. 


He had brought with him to Paris his essay ‘On the Jewish Question’ and the 
book-length manuscript of his earlier Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. 
Though the Critique itself was not to be printed until long after his death, he 
began in December 1843, in Paris, to write an Introduction to it. It was in this 
Introduction, which came to only 14 pages and was published in the first issue 
of the German-French Yearbooks,” that Marx for the first time proclaimed the 
proletariat to be not only the ‘universal class’ but the class that would dissolve 
the existing world with all its forms of ‘self-alienation’. 

Having in the two earlier manuscripts challenged Hegel’s view that the 
Prussian bureaucracy constituted a universal class, and repudiated the faith of 
his ancestors and all religion, the young Marx began his short Introduction to 
his Hegel Critique with the statement that in Germany ‘the criticism of reli- 
gion’ — which was the premise of all criticism — had been ‘essentially com- 
pleted’: ‘Man, who looked for a superman in the fantastic reality of heaven and 
found nothing there but the reflection of himself, will no longer feel disposed to 
find the mere appearance of himself, the non-man [Unmensch]’, and will turn 
away from this illusion to seek his true reality. Religion, Marx wrote, ‘is only the 
illusory sun which revolves around man as long as he does not revolve around 
himself.’ What he meant by this has been the subject of much interpretation, 
although he himself explained it quite well: “He will think, act and fashion his 
reality like a man who has discarded his illusions and regained his senses’ — that 
is, the present Unmensch, the non-man or non-being, living only a shadowy 
existence in the illusory consolation of religion, will assume his true human 
‘reality’ as a man in the real world. 
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Continuing Feuerbach’s idea that ‘man makes religion, religion does not 
make man’, Marx ‘humanized’ man, as it were, in this key passage. Before long 
he was to criticize history as well by writing that ‘History does nothing... rather 
it is real living man who accomplishes all that... History is nothing but the activ- 
ity of man pursuing his own goal.’3 

Before that, in the Introduction to his Hegel Critique, he coined the famous 
phrase about religion being ‘the opium of the people’. In a noteworthy passage 
he acknowledged that religion was both ‘the expression of real suffering’ and ‘a 
protest’ against it: ‘Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a 
heartless world and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the 
people.’ His point was that to call on the people ‘to give up their illusions about 
their condition is to call on them to give up a condition that requires illusions.’+ 

From religion Marx passed to history and philosophy. Postulating that once 
the other-worldly religious form of ‘human self-alienation’ had been un- 
masked, the task of history is to establish the ‘truth of this world’, he declared 
that 


the immediate task of philosophy, which is at the service of history... 
is to unmask self-alienation in its uxholy forms. Thus the criticism of 
heaven turns into the criticism of earth, the criticism of religion into 
the criticism of law and the criticism of theology into the criticism of pol- 


ittcs.9 


Unlike Hegel’s bureaucracy with its sectarian interests, the proletariat — accord- 
ing to Marx — had a truly universal character because its suffering was univer- 
sal. But in investing the German proletariat with an historic role that would 
revolutionize not only their own country but change the world, Marx came up 
against a double problem. Politically, stagnant Germany had remained at the 
anachronistic level of absolutist France before the storming of the Bastille. 
‘According to the French calendar’, Marx sadly observed, Germany had ‘barely 
reached 1789, much less the vital centre of our present age... Fortunately, we 
Germans are not Scythians... We have lived our future history in thought, in 
philosophy. We are the philosophical contemporaries of the present. 

The whole purpose of the German-French Yearbooks was to fuse philosophy, 
in which Germany was in advance of its time, with the French revolutionary 
spirit and political practice. But Germany’s proletariat had yet to be born — 
hardly 4 per cent of its labour force were industrial workers — as Marx himself 
realized when he stated that ‘the conditions and breeding ground’ for a radical 
revolution ‘appear to be lacking.” Young Marx, however, as Bruce Mazlish has 
observed, had his scenario for his world drama ready and was eager ‘for a revo- 
lution now... A new actor — or hero — must be found.’7 


876 


MARX DISCOVERS “THE PROLETARIAT’ 


That Marx was speaking of an ‘imaginary proletariat? which in Germany 
had yet to be called into existence; that this new protagonist, besides possessing 
certain attributes, must be coached and rehearsed for the historic role assigned 
to him; and that at the same time the capitalist bourgeoisie must be painted in 
the worst colours to play its part as the villain of the piece — this is all evident 
from two passages in Marx’s ‘proletarian manifesto’, as his Introduction has 
been called. In the first he wrote: 


If one class is to stand for the whole of society, then all the defi- 
ciencies of society must be concentrated in another class [Stand], one 
particular class must be the class which gives universal offence... one 
particular sphere of society must appear as the notorious crime of the 
whole of society, so that the liberation of this sphere appears as uni- 
versal self-liberation. 


To make things crystal clear, he added: ‘If one class is to be the class of libera- 
tion par excellence, then another class must be the class of overt oppression.’ 
The problem was that no class in Germany possessed ‘the consistency, acute- 
ness, courage and ruthlessness which would stamp it as the negative represen- 
tative of society.’ Bourgeois capitalism must therefore be cast — or ‘demonized’, 
as Kiinzli would say — into that role. But compounding the situation was 
another ‘limitation’ which Marx highlighted: all classes in Germany lacked 
both ‘that breadth of spirit which identifies itself, if only for a moment, with 
the spirit of the people’ and ‘that genius which can raise material force to the 
level of political power, that revolutionary boldness which flings into the face of 
its adversary the defiant words: I am nothing and J should be everything. 

This last dialectical phrase contains in a nutshell the solution whereby Marx 
— ‘in one salto mortale’, as he himself called it — proposed to override the ‘limita- 
tions’ standing in the way of a radical revolution in Germany for which the pre- 
conditions were lacking, and created, not to say invented, the ‘proletariat’ as a 
world-historic force. But what were the attributes of this ‘class’, born in his 
mind and yet to be formed, and why was it destined to emancipate the ‘existing 
world’ from all forms of ‘self-alienation’? Marx put it all in question-and- 
answer form in the second relevant passage of the Introduction to his Critique 
of Hegel: 


So where is the positive possibility of a German emancipation? 


Our answer: In the formation of a class with radical chains, a class of 
civil society which is not a class of civil society, a class which is the dis- 
solution of all classes, a sphere which has a universal character because 
of its universal suffering, and which lays claim to no particular right 
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because the wrong it suffers is not a particular wrong but wrong in 
general;... a sphere of society which cannot emancipate itself without 
emancipating itself from — and thereby emancipating — all the other 
spheres of society... and which can therefore redeem itself only 
through the total redemption of humanity. 


This dissolution of society as a particular class is the pro/etariat.9 


In a masterly application of the Hegelian process of thesis, negation (Aufheb- 
ung) and synthesis, Marx wrote that just as philosophy with its universal truth 
‘finds its material weapons in the proletariat’, so the ‘universal class’ of the pro- 
letariat ‘finds its intellectual weapons in philosophy... Philosophy cannot realize 
itself without transcending [Aufhebung] the proletariat, and the proletariat can- 
not transcend itself without the realization [Vermirklichung] of philosophy.’’® 
The social group which stood in opposition to ‘all the other spheres of society’ 
and by its very ‘universal’ nature could not liberate itself from them except by 
their total dissolution and the liberation of the whole of mankind, would build 
a new society. In the final synthesis, philosophy itself would be absorbed in this 
process of its realization. 

Marx concluded his Introduction with a series of apodictive sentences 
sounding like self-evident truths: 


In Germany no form of bondage can be broken without breaking a// 
forms of bondage. Germany, which is renowned for its thoroughness, 
cannot make a revolution unless it is a thorough one. The emancipation 


of the German is the emancipation of mankind, 


The head of this emancipation is philosophy, its heart the prole- 
tariat... 


When all the inner conditions are met, the day of the German resur- 
rection will be heralded by the crowing of the Gallic cock.?! 


Needless to say, Germany was never to be ‘emancipated’ by its proletariat. The 
image of the ‘Gallic cock’ crowing revolution had first been used by Heine, 
who in his book on Ludwig Borne had also ironically hailed religion for sweet- 
ening ‘the bitter cup of suffering mankind with a few drops of sleep-inducing 
spiritual opium.’ Moses Hess, in an article published the previous summer in 
Twenty-One Sheets from Switzerland, had mentioned religion in a social context 
as helping to alleviate the despair of the dispossessed just as ‘opium helps with 
painful illnesses’. '? 

But Marx’s formulation was the more memorable one, and the spread of 


Marxist literature was to lend wings to his religion/opium equation. Neither the 
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German bourgeoisie nor Western capitalism were to be ‘dissolved’ or brought 
down by the working class, and where it nominally rose to power in Marxist dis- 
guise it was imposed from above ~ by Bolshevik putsch in Russia or elitist van- 
guards and military conquest elsewhere — and ended in the dictatorship of 
power groups. A time would come when Marx’s speculative conception of the 
proletariat as the ‘universal class’ would appear to be inherently flawed, and its 
revolutionary potential, too, would prove a myth: ‘Even the most committed 
Marxists’ were ultimately to admit that ‘the proletariat had not fulfilled Marx’s 
expectations, "3 

But that would be written in 1988, and no such doubts entered the mind of 
the young Marx who arrived in Paris at the end of October 1843. He was not 
yet a Communist. As recently as September, in his last letter from Germany to 
Ruge in Paris, he had advised his future co-editor that the German-French Year- 
books ‘must not raise a dogmatic flag, quite the contrary. We should try to help 
the dogmatists to clarify their ideas. Communism, in particular, is a dogmatic 
abstraction.’'4 

In Paris that winter he made the first move from theory to practice. Whether 
he found in the proletartat a ‘new actor’ best suited to play the role of social cat- 
alyst in the fray of practical political action or was nouminously inspired by the 
example of Moses — who, as Künzli would insist, likewise had to ‘form’ a people 
out of a rabble demoralized by ‘cruel bondage’'5 — his theoretical salto mortale 
was yet, in ways unforeseen by him, to have major consequences on the future 
of the world. 


Waiting for Marx in Paris were Moses Hess, at 32 the eldest of the chief protag- 
onists of the drama now beginning, and Arnold Ruge, who since his arrival in 
August 1843 had brought over his family from Dresden in a large omnibus 
packed ‘with his wife, a brood of children and a huge calf’s leg’.'6 

Hess, sent to Paris by the now defunct Rheinische Zeitung in December 1842, 
had been living there with his young mistress for nearly a year before Marx’s 
arrival. Early initiated in the Marx-Ruge project and long acquainted with some 
of the leading Paris Socialists, Hess used his contacts to help Ruge enlist their 
collaboration on the German-French Yearbooks. 

Their joint effort, however, had met with little success. The French had only 
a confused notion of the advances made by German philosophy and were in no 
hurry to enter into ‘a scientific alliance’ with it, as Marx called it. The social 
philosopher Leroux appalled Hess and Ruge by talking of the mystical 
Schelling as a ‘rational realist’. Informed of this shortly before he was to leave 
Germany, Marx had turned to Feuerbach and asked the philosopher he 
admired to do ‘a great service to our enterprise’ by contributing an article that 
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would ‘expose’ Schelling, who had cunningly enticed ‘even a genius like 
Leroux’ to believe that he was the author of a universal philosophy. Marx’s idea 
was that, since Schelling provided Prussia with a philosophic justification for its 
policy, an attack on him would ‘wound the Prussian Government to the quick.’ 
‘The best Paris writers’, Marx assured Feuerbach, had agreed to help forge 
the new ‘Franco-German scientific alliance’.’7 But this was at best wishful think- 
ing. For one by one, Leroux, Cabet, Blanc, Considérant and other advanced 
intellectuals declined to write for the German-French Yearbooks. Leroux was 
amiable, but regretted being busy with the invention of a simplified printing 
machine designed to enable anyone to produce illegal literature without risk of 
being traced by the police. Cabet, the utopian Communist, could not under- 
stand how philosophy had driven the Germans into atheism. The French radi- 
cals were anti-clerical, but atheism in France was a thing of the past. The 
Socialist Blanc raised the same point as Cabet; a disciple of Robespierre and the 
Jacobins, he was a deist. Considérant, the leader of the Fourierists and editor of 
La Démocratie pacifique, opposed violence and political agitation on principle, 
clinging to Fourier’s idea that universal harmony would spread once the first 
phalansteries were established no matter where, in France, Russia or America. 
In short, the upshot of the discussions between Hess and Ruge and their 
French interlocutors was that the two parties realized with a shock how little 
they knew about each other’s ideas and the trends in their respective countries. 
Lamartine, the poet and Republican deputy, was the only one to promise to 
contribute to the Yearbooks. But to compound matters, it looked for a time as if 
the periodical would be short of German contributors as well. Herwegh had 
extended his prolonged Italian honeymoon and gone on to Ostend; Bakunin was 
somewhere in Switzerland, but could not be located; and Feuerbach, whom 
Marx had counted on to heip to bring about the Franco-German alliance (Feuer- 
bach having been the first to suggest the need for one), declined to provide the 
requested attack on Schelling, on the grounds that Marx’s whole journalistic 
project was misconceived, a premature attempt to move from theory to practice 
‘before the theory has been perfected’. And this was indeed to prove the case. 
Karl and Jenny Marx had some housing problems during their first two 
months in Paris. Ruge had proposed to them while they were still in Germany 
that they and his family and the two Herweghs — who finally turned up in 
November — should live in a communal household, a sort of Fourierist pha- 
lanstery, with the women sharing domestic duties. For this purpose he had 
actually rented two floors at 23 rue Vaneau, in a part of the Faubourg St Ger- 
main largely inhabited by Germans. But Herwegh’s bride Emma would not 
hear of it. Born into a wealthy family, she had no wish to start her marital life by 
cooking, dish-washing, sewing and wiping the noses of Ruge’s brood of chil- 
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dren. She also wondered how a nice little Saxon woman like Frau Ruge could 
possibly get on with the highly intelligent and even more ambitious Madame 
Marx, who was far more knowledgeable than she.'® 

Herwegh needed little persuasion from his wife to take an elegant apartment 
in the rue Babt. Karl and Jenny moved in with the Ruges, but after a fortnight 
Jenny had had enough of the communal experiment and they moved from No. 
23 to No. 31 rue Vaneau, only to move again in December to No. 38 in the same 
street, where they finally settled down. 

Among other Germans living in the building was Germain Maurer, a leader 
of the League of the Just. It was in that third household, where Jenny was in the 
spring to be delivered of their first daughter, that Marx wrote throughout 
January 1844 the Introduction in which, by what Robert Tucker has called a 
‘momentous metamorphosis’, he turned the proletariat into ‘the living, breath- 
ing, suffering expression of self-alienated humanity, and also its rebellious 
expression — alienated man in revolt against his condition." 

The offices of the German-French Yearbooks were close by at 22 rue Vaneau 
where, in November and December 1843, even while moving house, Marx had 
been busy together with Ruge preparing their new journal. The first deadline 
set for its appearance was November 1843. But in November, Ruge went to 
Germany, and Marx felt he could not very well begin with the printing until his 
return. And there were other difficulties, as evident from a typically pugnacious 
letter Marx sent on 21 November to Fröbel, whose Zurich printshop served as a 
forwarding address for some of the manuscripts. 


Dear Friend, Your letter has just arrived, but with some very strange 
symptoms. 


1) Everything which you say you enclosed is missing with the exception of 
Engels’s article. This, however, is all in pieces and is therefore useless. It 
begins with No. 5. 

2) The letters for Maurer and myself were wrapped up in the enclosed 
envelope which is post-marked St. Louis. The few pages of Engels’s 
article were in the same wrapper. 

3) Maurer’s letter, which, like mine, I found open in the enclosed envelope, 
is also superscribed in a strange hand. I enclose the page with the writing. 


Hence there are only two possibilities. Either the French Government 
opened and seized your letters and your packet... However, we do not 
believe that the French Government has perpetrated the kind of infamy 
which so far only the Austrian Government has permitted itself... 
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If your Swiss people have perpetrated the infamy I will not only 
attack them in the Réforme, the National, the Démocratie pacifique, 
the Stécle, Courrier, La Presse, Charivari, Commerce and the Revue 
indépendante, but in the Times as well, and, if you wish, in a pamphlet 
written in French. 

These pseudo-Republicans will have to learn that they are not 
dealing with young cowhands, or tailors’ apprentices... 

Please excuse this scraggy letter. I can’t write for indignation. 

Yours Marx.?° 


As if that and Ruge’s tarrying in Germany were not enough, Lamartine had 
reneged on his promise to write for the Yearbooks, on the pretext that he did 
not wish to ‘interfere’ in German affairs; and from Frankfurt a discouraged 
Ruge, who had yet to return to Paris, had at the beginning of December advised 
Marx to write to Proudhon, ‘otherwise we shall have to start without French- 
men. Or, we should alert the women, [George] Sand and [Flora] Tristan. They 
are more radical than Louis Blanc and Lamartine.””" 

Flora Tristan was the first writer to unite the struggle for women’s emanci- 
pation with the class struggle. Daughter of a wealthy Peruvian landowner and 
a Frenchwoman, she lost her father when she was 6, and had thereafter led a 
strange, restless life, mostly destitute, brutalized when young by a French 
husband and bearing three children. In 1838, at the age of 35, she began her 
career as a writer on social questions with the publication of her Travels of a 
Pariah. 

Marx was on his honeymoon when she declared in Union Ouvriére that now 
that the bourgeoisie had made itself ‘both judge and party’ over the rest of the 
nation, the task of the toiling masses was to unite and ‘form the working class’. 
Whereas Marx was to arrive at Communism by way of abstract, a priori think- 
ing, Flora Tristan was the first of the early Socialists to set the proletariat a 
common and clear objective developed from her own personal experience of its 
woes. Urging France’s 7,000,000 factory hands to organize themselves both as a 
political party and as a trade union, she reckoned that if they collected volun- 
tary membership dues of 2, 4 or 8 francs they would in one year raise a capital 
of up to 56 million francs and start acquiring ‘real power’. She was also the first 
to postulate that the proletariat everywhere were bound by the same universal 
interests, and to proclaim the ‘universal union of working men and women’, 
without distinction of nationality, sex or other differences. 

The Communist Manifesto was to define ‘the immediate aim of the Commu- 
nists’ in terms not merely echoing but virtually identical with hers: ‘Formation 
of the proletariat into a class, overthrow of the bourgeois supremacy, conquest 
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of political power by the proletariat’, and again: ‘Organization of the proletari- 
ans into a class, and consequently into a political party.’ And, needless to say, 
Marx and Engels were to inscribe on their banner the universality of the 
workers’ movement and ‘the common interests of the entire proletariat, inde- 
pendently of all nationality.’ 

Though there is no evidence that Marx acted on Ruge’s advice and contacted 
Tristan, it is known that he was familiar with her writings. This raises the ques- 
tion why Marx and Engels were to mention her only once in all their writings, 
and then only briefly. 


Long before Marx’s arrival in Paris, Hess had made the acquaintance of Heine, 
who regarded him as an ‘excellent political writer’,”* and of Dr Ewerbeck and 
Germain Maurer, the two leaders of the League of the Just in the absence of 
Weitling. Although, as far as is known, Hess never joined the League, the 
Prussian Ambassador in Paris, von Arnim-Suckow, reported to Berlin in Sep- 
tember 1843 that Hess was ‘one of the chiefs of the Paris Communists and the 
ablest head among them.’ Ever since his name had appeared in Bluntschli’s 
alarming report in Switzerland, Hess had become the subject of increasing 
attention from the Prussian authorities. In October the Prussian Minister of 
the Interior had in fact suggested to Foreign Minister Von Bülow that he inter- 
vene with the French government with a view to arranging ‘the expulsion of 
Hess from France so that — if he cannot be legally prosecuted and punished — 
he should at least be removed from the centre of the most subversive activities.’ 

Von Biilow replied that the French authorities would intervene only if they 
regarded Hess’s activities as dangerous to themselves. Ambassador von Armin- 
Suckow had reported that an untroubled Hess had openly thanked Bluntschli 
for the popularity he had brought the German Communists in Paris, whose 
numbers - according to the ambassador — had indeed swelled by several 
hundred ‘tailors, saddlers, cabinet-makers and mechanics’ as well as the former 
Republikanische deutsche Assoziation joining their ranks en bloc.”3 

In his book The European Triarchy, Hess had pointed out that Hegel’s 
abstract philosophy was ‘incapable of producing a single historical deed’, and 
had proposed a ‘philosophy of action’ differing from all previous philosophies 
of history in that ‘from the two known dimensions of past and present it 
deduces a third unknown one, which is the future in the making... This changes 
the whole physiognomy of history.’74 

This antedated by two years Marx’s 1843 statement that it was philosophy’s 
‘task to drag the old world into the full light of day and to give positive shape 
to the new one’, as well as his decision later the same year to ‘attempt to disco- 
ver the new world through the critique of the old,’?5 which led by the end of 
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January 1844, when he completed the Introduction to his Critique of Hegel, to 
his annunciation of the proletariat as the emancipator of mankind. 

When Marx observed in this revolutionary Introduction that the reactionary 
status quo in Germany was an anachronism corresponding to 1789 ‘by the 
French calendar’, and that in Germany ‘we are about to begin at the point where 
France and England are about to finish,’ he was echoing the call for a synthesis 
of advanced German philosophy with French political practice and English 
economic experience which Hess had already advocated: ‘The Germans must 
learn from the French, and the latter from the former, and both must learn 
from the English [for] England’s institutions, being practical, generate prog- 
ress.’ If England figured little in Marx’s Introduction that was because he did 
not know much about English conditions and institutions at the time. 

Whereas Marx never mentioned ‘Communism’ in the Introduction and was 
not to adopt the term until the summer of 1844, Hess had devoted most of his 
time in 1843 —as he wrote in a letter to a friend — ‘exclusively to the philosophi- 
cal development of Communism’.?° He had done so in numerous articles on the 
railway scandals, political corruption and growing social agitation in France 
published in the Rheinische Zeitung before its closure and later in other Ger- 
man newspapers and more especially in the notorious 7ienty-One Sheets from 
Switzerland. 

In November 1843, in a two-part article in Glasgow’s Nem Moral World, 
Engels had informed its readers that, besides the ‘popular’ Communist move- 
ment led by Wilhelm Weitling, there was another ‘philosophical party’ in Ger- 
many which advocated Communism. Engels named Hess ‘the first Communist 
of this party’. Explaining to his English readers that Hegel’s masterly and 
‘unassailable’ system could only be ‘overthrown from within’ by his own Young 
Hegelian disciples, Engels wrote that all that remained to be done was to prove 
to the German people ‘that either all the philosophical efforts of the German 
nation, from Kant to Hegel, have been useless — worse than useless; or that they 
must end in Communism.’?7 

Having acknowledged Hess as the leader of German ‘philosophical’ Com- 
munism, Engels did not find it necessary to mention that Hess had been the 
first to assail the seemingly impregnable Hegelian system by writing as early as 
1841 (in The European Triarchy) that Hegel’s philosophy of history, limiting 
itself ‘merely to presenting the past and the existing present as rational, has 
only accomplished half its task.’ 

Engels was more negligent when he wrote that Hegel’s system could only be 
toppled ‘from within’. For Hess, who expressly refused to join the Hegelian 
school, had shaken that system to its foundations from without. He had actually 
converted Engels to Communism by convincingly arguing that the Young 
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Hegelian movement, relying on purely theoretical criticism, faced the alterna- 
tive of disintegrating or embracing Communism. 

Without going into these subtleties in his article, Engels laid particular stress 
on the fact that German philosophical Communism was not inspired by ‘either 
French or English’ Communist ideas but stemmed ‘from that philosophy which, 
in the last fifty years, Germany has been so proud of.’ 

As it happened, in the same month of 1843 when Engels’s article was pub- 
lished in Glasgow, Marx in Paris had a brush with Hess, who had given Marx 
two essays for the first issue of the Geman-French Yearbooks. Marx accepted one 
for publication, but rejected the other — ‘not without great embarras des débats’, 
as he wrote to Fröbel on the 21st. Curiously, however, Hess was to be paid for 
this unpublished essay, which was titled ‘On the Essence of Money’. It is hardly 
likely that Marx meant to hold it over for the second issue, for then there would 
have been little reason for an ‘embarrassing’ argument. 

‘On The Essence of Money’ was to be published the following year in Darm- 
stadt’s Rheinische Zeitung. Although it was one of Hess’s most important essays 
so far, Marx’s decision not to include it in the first issue of his journal would 
not be worth mentioning were the essay not to become part of a protracted 
zoth-century debate about the ‘philosophic’ stage in Marx’s move towards 
Communism, with some scholars arguing that in the famous Economic and 
Philosophic Manuscripts which Marx wrote in the second half of 1844 he bor- 
rowed heavily from Hess’s essay. 

Hess belonged to the small company of Marx’s intimate friends during his 
first months in Paris. Jenny Marx was later to write that ‘Hess and his wife’ 
(actually his young mistress Sibyl Pesch, whom he was not to marry until 20 
years later) belonged to their first social circle, which otherwise comprised 
‘principally Heine and Herwegh’ and only two others: Dr Ewerbeck of the 
League of the Just and Adolphe de Ribbentrop, an aristocratic gentleman of 
whom little is known.”8 

Thus Hess and Marx saw a fair amount of each other during Marx’s first 
winter in Paris. Hess was to leave the city in March 1844, but later rejoined 
Marx in Brussels, and for all their later discord the two men were to remain 
bound together in a mutually stimulating intellectual relationship which has 
been called nothing less than ‘symbiotic’. 


The first issue of the German-French Yearbooks, a double number in book-size 
format, finally came off the press at the end of February 1844. On his return 
from Germany, Ruge had fallen ill, leaving Marx to edit and produce the 237- 
page volume single-handed. This introduced a first strain in the relations 
between the two co-editors, but was nothing compared to Ruge’s shock when he 
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read Marx’s Introduction to his Critique of Hegel. Ruge could not for the life of 
him see how the tiny, still invertebrate German proletariat was to become the 
‘emancipator’ of mankind. 

Ruge lacked Marx’s revolutionary temperament. It was in fact hardly a year 
since Ruge, despairing of ever seeing a political change in Germany, had asserted 
that the docile German ‘nation has no future, so what is the point of appealing 
to it? It had taken three letters from Marx between March and September 
1843, as well as a letter each from Bakunin and Feuerbach, for Ruge finally to 
announce his support of the ‘new philosophers’. 

Their whole correspondence with Ruge was reproduced in the first issue of 
the Yearbooks. The volume featured not a single French contributor, and the 
German ones were mostly émigrés, except for Feuerbach who — though he had 
actually refused to write anything for the new journal — was represented by his 
1843 letter to Ruge, as was Bakunin, who had yet to turn up in Paris. Besides 
Marx’s Introduction to his Hegel Critique and his virulent essay ‘On the Jewish 
Question’, the only noteworthy items were a 10-page article by Hess titled 
‘Letters from Paris’ and two articles sent from Manchester by Engels. Other 
contributors were Dr Johann Jacoby, who recapitulated his trials and tribula- 
tions since he had dared to send his Four Questions to the King of Prussia; and 
Ferdinand C. Bernays, a talented journalist who had been expelled from 
Bavaria and had just been appointed one of the two editors of the German-lan- 
guage Vorwärts! founded in January in Paris. 

The only internationally known contributors were Herwegh and Heine, each 
of whom was represented by a poem. Heine had volunteered his satirical and 
derisive ‘Hymn of Praise’ to King Ludwig, the art-loving, initially liberal but 
increasingly reactionary ruler of Bavaria who was later to be forced to abdicate 
in the wake of his affair with the notorious Lola Montez. Heine called the 
‘Hymn’ ‘the bloodiest thing I ever wrote’, and the Bavarian customs officials 
are said to have ‘doubled up with laughter’ upon reading it. But Ruge was not 
amused to learn that the same officials had confiscated more than 200 copies of 
the German-French Yearbooks and that another 100 had been seized by police on 
a Rhine steamer. Jt is not known how many copies of the 1,000 printed were 
smuggled into Germany. Whereas the French press and public totally ignored 
the new publication, Metternich threatened booksellers handling it with severe 
punishment and Prussia issued warrants for the immediate arrest of Ruge, 
Marx, Heine and Bernays, to face charges of high treason and /ése-majésté, if 
they set foot on its soil. 

In short, the German-French Yearbooks failed disastrously. Marx, having 
nothing to lose but his salary, was keen to continue publication. Ruge had his 
reservations about the first issue, feeling that ‘Marx’s epigrams’ were simplistic 
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and that ‘but for my illness, I would have corrected some of his crudities.’ But 
Ruge admired Marx’s ‘scholarly capacity’ and the ‘extraordinary intensity’ he 
brought to his work. Having recently made a small fortune in railway shares, 
Ruge was considering ways of reviving the journal and moderating its tone, 
when Marx began to talk openly about Communism in March 1844. This was 
too much for Ruge. In coming round to the views of ‘the new philosophers’, 
Ruge had embraced only Marx’s and Feuerbach’s atheism, but not the prole- 
tariat. As for the Communists, they were to him a small sect of German manual 
workers who wished to repartition private property and whose ideas, as he 
wrote to Ludwig Feuerbach, ‘lead to a police state and slavery.’ 

Once he had reached this conclusion, the hitherto hidden differences in 
character, outlook and temperament between the placid, merely reformist Ruge 
and the impetuous, revolutionary Marx suddenly came to the fore. Ruge dis- 
covered that Marx was righteous, cynical and arrogant. Marx, for his part, 
began to see in Ruge a narrow-minded ‘bourgeois’ publisher and ‘bookseller’. 

Financial quarrels aggravated what began as a seeming conflict of ideas. 
Marx kept pressing for his salary. Ruge claimed that whatever money had 
come in had gone ‘in the first instance to Marx whose needs were the most 
urgent’, and only then to the rest of the staff and contributors. Refusing to 
throw good money after bad, he further infuriated his former co-editor by 
giving him a quantity of unsold copies of the first issue of the German-French 
Yearbook, which was also the last, in repayment for anything he might still 
owe him. 

Jenny was now pregnant, and she and Marx might have starved had not his 
wealthy Cologne friend Georg Jung sent him in mid-March 1,000 Thaler col- 
lected among former shareholders of the Rheinische Zeitung. 


On 1 May 1844, Jenny gave birth to their first child. Jennychen, or ‘Cleverface’, 
as they soon nicknamed her, was a lovely but sickly infant, whose restlessness 
and frequent fevers gave her parents hardly a quiet moment. 

In other respects, too, the spring of 1844 marked the beginning of a new 
phase in Marx’s life and work during his stay in Paris. The first phase, during 
which he had been writing the Introduction, as well as editing and supervising 
the publication of the German-French Yearbook, was about to come to an end 
with his final break with Ruge one evening in late March. 

In April he began to work on his Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts, 
which were to become famous a long time after his death as the Paris Manu- 
scripts. A third phase was to begin in July, when Marx and his radical friends 
were to gain control of, and to obtain a new mouthpiece in, the Paris German- 
language Vorwärts! (Forward)). 
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This does not mean that the three periods, each marking in retrospect a stage 
in the development of Marx’s ideas as reflected in his writings, did not overlap 
with one another or with personal events in his life, such as his attending an 
‘international democratic banquet’ or his staying behind in Paris when Jenny 
was to depart on a summer-long visit to her mother in Germany together with 
their baby. 

The ‘international democratic’ event, which opened on 23 March, had been 
organized by Ruge while he and Marx were still on speaking terms. One of the 
participants was Bakunin, who when last heard of in 1843 had been electrified 
by Weitling’s notion of changing the world by apocalyptic means. Before turn- 
ing up in Paris in March, Bakunin had spent the previous summer and autumn 
— a period that coincided with Weitling’s trial and imprisonment — in quiet 
leisure as a guest of the singer Pescantini on the shore of Lake Geneva. From 
there he had moved on to Berne, only to flee Switzerland in February 1844, as 
he had earlier fled Dresden, for fear of the tsarist ‘hawk’. 

The fact that Bakunin’s name had been linked in an official Swiss report with 
that of Weitling and the activities of the Paris-based Communist League of the 
Just had not escaped the notice of the authorities in St Petersburg. While 
Bakunin was enjoying his long Swiss holiday, they had approached his old 
father at Premukhino, notifying him of his son’s activities and demanding that 
he order him to return to Russia. A pained Count Bakunin replied truthfully 
that he had no control over his intractable eldest son’s actions. 

At Berne the unsuspecting son had meanwhile run into another musical 
acquaintance from his days in Dresden. Adolph Reichel, a young pianist and 
composer, took not the slightest interest in politics. Bakunin’s love of music had 
drawn them together. The two were still celebrating their reunion in Switzer- 
land when, on 6 February 1844, the Russian Legation in Berne served Michael 
with an official summons to return home forthwith. He left Berne 24 hours 
later, departing for Brussels together with Reichel and his sister Mathilda, who 
had taken what turned out to be a lasting — if, needless to say, unrequited — 
fancy to Michael. 

Bakunin had not been long in Brussels when he received an invitation from 
Vasily Botkin — his former pupil and the one-time rejected suitor for the hand 
of Michael’s sister Alexandra — to visit Paris in March. On arrival, he was 
delighted to meet such old friends as Herwegh, who was now a rich member of 
Paris society; Count Grigori Tolstoy, a Russian landowner whom he had earlier 
met in Dresden; Ruge, the man who — besides keeping Bakunin out of debtor’s 
prison by advancing him money against unauthorized bills drawn on Tur- 
genev’s bank account — had helped to make his international reputation by pub- 
lishing his 1842 essay on The Reaction in Germany; and, naturally, Botkin. 
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Bakunin was surprised to learn that a letter he had addressed to Ruge, in 
which he had castigated Germany’s ‘castrated’ intellectuals for living in the 
clouds and forgetting that revolution requires ‘the force of the whole people’, 
had appeared in the now defunct German-French Yearbooks; but not at all sur- 
prised that Botkin should have invited him to be a member of the Russian dele- 
gation at the international round table called by the ambitious Ruge for the 
purpose of co-ordinating and expanding ‘democratic’ propaganda. 

And so it was that Bakunin, the rebel who had just defied Tsar Nicholas I by 
refusing an order to return to Russia, together with Botkin, the wealthy Mos- 
cow tea-merchant’s son and literary critic, and Count Tolstoy — who employed 
serfs on his trans-Volga estates but spent much of his time abroad consorting 
with leading European liberals and maintained a large establishment in the 
elegant rue Mathurins — represented ‘revolutionary’ Russia at this unusual 
gathering of European thinkers and world reformers. Ruge, Marx and Ferdi- 
nand Bernays, the editor of Vormarts/, made up the German delegation; and 
the French contingent, led by Pierre Leroux, included Félix Pyat and Louis 
Blanc, the future proponent of ‘the state as an instrument for the liberation of 
the proletariat’. 

Although nothing came of their confabulations, it was at this conference that 
Marx and Bakunin, the two great future antagonists, had the first occasion to 
study each other. Both were disappointed by the gradualist approach and 
limited aims of the French. Marx had read The Reaction in Germany, in which 
the Russian had stated that ‘the passion for destruction is also a creative passion’ 
and spoken of the complete annihilation of the present political and social 
world. And Bakunin, who stayed only a few days before going back to Brussels, 
was sufficiently impressed by Marx’s erudition and the spirited atmosphere 
around him (not to mention the excitement of life in Paris) to return there 
within three months. By then, Marx made his headquarters at the editorial 
offices of Vorwärts! and Bakunin moved with his few possessions into an adjoin- 
ing room; and the two were for months to rub shoulders almost daily in an ami- 
cable but argumentative and uneasy relationship. 

On or about the evening of 26 March, a couple of days after the ‘interna- 
tional’ conference, Ruge paid a visit to Marx at his home. It was there that the 
tension between the two men came to a head when Ruge brought up certain 
rumours circulating about Herwegh. The dandyish poet, who only three 
months earlier had been presented by his young wife with a ‘genuine boy’ — as 
he proudly announced in a short bulletin-style note to his friends — was said to 
have started an affair with the comtesse Marie d’Agoult. Ruge, offended in his 
puritan feelings and indignant at the poet’s self-indulgent and ostentatious way 
of life, was later to write to his mother that Herwegh was spending ‘a fortune’ 
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on every kind of extravagance. According to the account Ruge gave his mother 
of the conversation with Marx, 


I expressed my outrage at Herwegh’s way of life and his laziness. 
Carried away by my anger I several times called him a rascal and I 
said that when a man is married he ought to know what he is doing... 


Marx said nothing and took friendly leave of me. But the next day he 
wrote to me to say that ‘Herwegh is a genius who has a great future 
before him’; he, Marx, was indignant that I called him a rascal, and 
that, on the contrary, my views about marriage were narrow-minded, 
philistine and lacking in humanity... He could no longer work with 
me as I was only interested in politics, whereas he was a Communist. 


We have not seen each other since.?9 


Herwegh was indeed a sybarite whose character and life-style, in the words of a 
contemporary, ‘would have better fitted a Marquis of the Regency’ than a revo- 
lutionary poet.3° Marx was eventually to come round to Ruge’s view of him. 
But until that happened Marx not only befriended him — even intervening with 
Heine to stop lampooning the vain poet — but also joined Herwegh on his social 
gallivantings with the rich and the famous in some of the foremost Paris salons. 
In the spring of 1844, in letters to Feuerbach, Fröbel and others, Ruge 
launched the characterization of Marx as a fanatical, egomaniac, hate-filled 
genius, who called anyone daring to disagree with him by such pejorative terms 
as heretic, brute, bookseller, merchant, capitalist or bourgeois, and would not 
hesitate ‘to flash his teeth and slaughter anyone standing in his way or obstruct- 
ing him, the new Babeuf.’ Perplexed by Marx’s theoretical leap to Communism 
— which he had earlier declared to be one-sided and ‘dogmatic’ — Ruge called 
him a ‘tricky Eulenspiegel of dialectics’ who reserved to the last moment the 
privilege of declaring that ‘black might as well be white’, or vice-versa.3" 
Writing to Feuerbach on 15 May, Ruge acknowledged that Marx ‘has by 
nature the aptitude of a scholar and writer,’ but added that ‘his critical talent 
sometimes degenerates into extravagant dialectic... When he has worked 
himself sick without going to bed for three or four nights he is at his most irrita- 
ble and violent.’3? Marx, for his part, was not one to forget or forgive. A ‘great 
savant’ with a big ego ‘fully conscious of his own value’, he treated his adver- 
saries — as Herwegh was ultimately to find out — with a pitiless sarcasm, ‘cold 
and cutting as the executioner’s axe’.33 Marx reserved for them every kind of 
vituperation in his linguistic arsenal, but he also had other weapons. Within 
months of his break with Ruge he published a sharp polemical article against 
him and 8 years later was to dip his pen in low ridicule and write of him: ‘Ruge 
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stands in the same relation to the German revolution as does a placard on 
certain street-corners: Here it is permitted to piss.’34 

Professor Fröbel, the co-publisher of the German-French Yearbooks, was 
facing financial ruin in Switzerland and had been the first to withdraw his 
support from the journal. Neither he nor Ruge, nor even Herwegh with his 
radical rhetoric and poetic revolutionary flights, ever became Communists. Var- 
iously calling themselves ‘democrats’, liberals, or ‘humanists’, they were merely 
the stage-hands — some would say history’s handmaidens — setting the props 
and pulpits for the main prophets of the ideological struggles that were to dom- 
inate much of the world in the 2oth century. 
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The Relationship between the Prophet of Communism 
and the Poet who Foresaw its Horrors 


When Karl and Jenny Marx arrived in Paris at the end of October 1843, Heine 
was on a visit to Germany. He returned on 16 December, and a few days later — 
perhaps as early as the 2oth, and certainly before New Year’s Day 1844 — he met 
Marx through the intermediary of Arnold Ruge, though some say it was Dr 
Ewerbeck who effected the introduction. Marx had been understandably eager 
to meet Heine, having grown up on his writings and modelled his own youthful 
poetry on Heine’s Book of Songs. 

Heine, for his part, was familiar with Marx’s handling of the Rheinische Zeit- 
ung. He had praised its radical line to Laube in November 1842 and was curious 
to meet its fighting editor, now a refugee like himself. ‘A young Titan with 
tousled hair’, is how Marx in the flesh impressed Heine. In spite of the age diff- 
erence between them — Marx was not yet 26, and Heine was almost 21 years 
older — the two had much in common and took to each other instantly. Both 
came from the same Rhineland which had had an unforgettable taste of the 
French liberties under Napoleon. Both had received a humanist education and 
hated Prussian clericalism and German nationalism. Both had a mordant wit. 
Heine, the elusive poet and rebel of all causes who moved lightly on ‘all the 
dancing floors of philosophy’, expressed his views in elegant, ironic verse and 
prose on all the ‘battlefields’ where freedom and justice were under attack. The 
scholarly Marx was more single-minded and purposive, but excelled in razor- 
sharp polemics. 

For the next 6 months or so, and again in the autumn of 1844, the two saw 
each other frequently. There is no first-hand record of their conversations, but 
Marx’s daughter Eleanor later heard from her parents that ‘there was a time when 
Heine came to see them daily’ to ‘read them his verse’, and that Marx often even 
helped him to ‘correct and polish it to perfection’. But they obviously had much 
else to talk about — whether French politics and personalities, Heine’s recent visit 
to Germany, or Bonn University, where each had spent part of his student days. 

According to an unverifiable story, whenever Marx came to Heine’s place the 
frivolous Mathilde, unable to follow their German jokes or their talk about phi- 
losophy and literature, would set out with a friend of hers for the boulevards. 
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But, these second-hand reports aside, there is every evidence that theirs was a 
genuine friendship based on respect for each other’s genius. 

Heine was already a European éminence. Marx in Paris was at the juncture of 
becoming the Marx of history. It was a crucial time ‘in the lives of both men, 
one with common determinants in the rising level of German repression.’ 
Their relationship thus had ‘an inescapable epochal dimension.” So epochal, 
one may add, that more than a hundred years later it was to generate a trend to 
maximize Marx’s influence on Heine. In the Preface to the French version of 
his Confessions (Gestandnisse) — published ahead of the German edition — Heine, 
speaking of Marx and the other Communist agitators, was to write: 


The more or less recondite leaders of the German Communists are 
great logicians... They are undoubtedly the most capable heads and 
the most energetic characters in Germany. These doctors of revolu- 
tion and their ruthlessly determined disciples are the only men in 
Germany who are truly alive, and it is to them, I fear, that the future 
belongs.” 


That last sentence appeared in the German original of the Confessions without 
the words ‘I fear’ (je crains). On the basis of this and other utterances, including 
some of his radical poems, a flood of literature in the 1960s and °7os in 
Germany (and more especially in the then Soviet-allied East German Republic) 
but also elsewhere, sought to demonstrate that, under the force of Marx’s iron 
logic, Heine embraced Communism. 

Although Heine was eventually to refer to ‘my thick-headed friend Marx’ as 
a ‘godless self-god’, some 2oth-century authors were to go so far as to declare 
that what Marx ‘loved’ in Heine was the forerunner ‘who, like some John the 
Baptist, had announced the new Saviour, the Proletariat.’3 The truth is that 
Heine was indeed a forerunner, but not in the sense of the literature mentioned. 
As early as 1823, in his William Ratcliff: A Tragedy, he had forecast the class- 
struggle by writing of two fiercely warring nations — ‘the sated and the hungry’. 
In 1828, on the battlefield of Marengo, he had predicted the brewing social 
storms and clash of ideologies in the famous phrase: “There are no more 
nations in Europe — only parties!’ Karl Marx was only 10 at the time. He was 
still in his teens when Heine had proclaimed the people’s ‘divine right to bread’. 

Heine had also been the first to detect the revolutionary kernel in Hegel’s 
dialectic, which Marx had recently made it his job to uncover in detail by stand- 
ing Hegel upside down. Marx not only adopted Heine’s opium/religion equa- 
tion or his ‘Gallic cock’ as a symbol of revolution, but the seeds for some of the 
ideas he launched in his new ‘proletarian manifesto’ — the Introduction to his 
Hegel Critique — had been sown by Heine years earlier. 
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When Marx wrote in the Introduction that Germany, politically backward, 
had ‘barely reached 1789’ and that its advanced philosophy had lived ‘in 
thought’ developments which its history had missed since the fall of the Bas- 
tille, he was echoing an idea Heine had put on paper as far back as 1831. That 
year, Heine had written in his Introduction to Kah/dorf on the Aristocracy that 
German philosophy — with Kant as its Robespierre, Fichte its Napoleon and 
Hegel its duc d’Orléans — had ‘dreamed’ its way through all the phases of the 
French Revolution. He had further developed this parallel in the mid-1830s in 
his History of Religion and Philosophy in Germany. 

As Nigel Reeves has observed, ‘Heine’s despair at modern man’s Zerrissenheit 
(alienation) fully anticipated Marx’s anger at industrial man’s alienation.’+ 
Heine’s epigram, “Thought precedes action, as lightning precedes thunder’, 
encapsulating the idea of an explosive revolutionary potential hidden in philoso- , 
phy, antedated by some 10 years Marx’s dictum: ‘Revolution has its start in the 
philosopher’s brain.’ 

All things considered, one may justifiably say that over a long period Heine 
provided Marx with more intellectual stimulation and direct or indirect inspi- 
ration than the other way round. In fact, as early as 1956, even as the hullabaloo 
about Heine’s having succumbed to Marx’s superior and overpowering logic 
was beginning to build up, William Rose pointed out that ‘Marx’s doctrine, 
which was still in process of formulation’ during their association in 1844, ‘had 
no influence whatsoever on Heine’s thought either then or later.’ Nor have more 
recent authorities on Heine been able ‘to detect any new ideas or perspectives 
that [he] might have obtained from Marx.” 

Within less than a year of the publication of his Confessions Heine, in the 
French Preface to Lutéce (Lutezia), stressed once again that his earlier ‘admission 
that the future belongs to Communism’ had been made ‘in an agony of dread and 
fear... I think with horror of the time when these gloomy iconoclasts will come to 
power’,® and went on to conjure up a prophetic picture of how the horny hands 
of ‘the victorious proletariat’? would ‘smash the marble statues of beauty’ and, 
caring little for poetry and the works of genius (including his own verses), would 
reduce society to a bleating herd living on the same ‘Spartan black soup’. 

Still, there is no gainsaying the fact that in the same Preface to Lutéce he also 
wrote: 


Yet I admit openly that this same Communism, so hostile to all my 
interests and inclinations, exercises an irresistible fascination on my 
soul that leaves me defenceless... 


A terrible syllogism holds me in its grip, and if I am unable to refute 
the premise ‘that every man has the right to eat’, then I am forced to 


894 


THE PROPHET OF COMMUNISM AND THE POET 


submit to all its consequences... I see all the demons of truth dancing 
triumphantly around me, and at length the generosity of despair 
takes possession of my heart and I cry out: 


‘For long this old society has been judged and condemned, let justice 
be done! Let this old world be smashed in which innocence is long 
since dead, where egoism prospers and man battens upon man! Let 
' these whited sepulchres be destroyed from top to bottom, these 
caverns of falsehood and iniquity. And blessed be the grocer who shall 
one day use the pages of my poems as paper-bags for the coffee and 
snuff of poor old women, who, in this present world of injustice, too 
often have to go without that solace! Fiat justitia, pereat mundus!?7 


Nevertheless, the striking thing about the friendship formed by Marx and 
Heine in 1844 is that it lasted so well, not because but in spite of the fact that 
Heine never accepted Marx’s nascent Communist doctrine. Their lively inter- 
course did lead to Heine’s tone becoming more militant than ever. But he had 
been on the move towards a more radical stance for quite a while, as is evident 
from his having advised Laube in November 1842 that they must ‘harmonize’ 
their political efforts with the radical line pursued at the time by Ruge’s Year- 
books and Marx’s Rheinische Zeitung. 

According to Ruge, Marx advised Heine to sharpen his satire, and on one 
occasion told him: ‘Go about it with a whip! But Heine’s cruel ‘Hymn of 
Praise’ to King Ludwig of Bavaria, lampooning the hitherto inviolate person of 
a crowned head, had been written before he met Marx and so had his Atta Troll, 
the epic story of a rebellious bear, which ended with the lines, ‘Other times, and 
other birds/Other birds, and other songs’, clearly indicating Heine’s realization 
that with the death of Romanticism the problems of the ‘hungry forties’, which 
accompanied the modern industrial and railway age, required a blunter and 
more realistic approach. 

That meeting shortly before New Year’s Day 1844 marked the beginning of 
one of the most creative and fruitful years in the life of each of them. During 
1844 Marx continued his polemic against Bruno Bauer, his erstwhile bosom 
friend and mentor, and quarreled with Ruge. Sooner or later he was to turn 
against Weitling, Kriege, Hess, Proudhon, Bakunin and every other friend, asso- 
ciate and comrade-in-arms who dared to disagree with him. How was it, then, 
that he maintained a mutually stimulating friendship with Heine without 
Heine’s slavishly subscribing to his view of the world? 

The answer may well begin with Heine’s Germany, A Winter’s Tale. This 
masterly sequel and counterpart, not only in its title, to his Atta Troll, A Mid- 
summer Night’s Dream, was begun by Heine immediately on his return from 
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Germany in December. Although it matched Atta Troll in length, Heine wrote 
its 27 cantos and 510 stanzas in one spurt of 4 or 5 weeks and finished the first 
draft of it by the end of January 1844, about the same time that Marx was com- 
pleting the Introduction to his Hegel Critique. 

As suggested by its German title, Deutschland, ein Wintermarchen, Heine’s 
poem is a fairy tale. Like Atta Troll, it has its portion of dreams and hallucina- 
tions, but this time Heine dealt with the political situation in Germany — which 
after an absence of nearly 13 years he had found more depressing than he had 
expected it to be — in a direct style which has been compared to “‘body-blows 
straight from the shoulder’. 

This epic poem was most often cited in Socialist circles after World War II in 
support of the thesis that under Marx’s influence Heine became a convert to 
Communism. Yet the poem itself, disproving that myth, helps towards a better 
understanding of what drew the poet and the philosopher together to the point 
where the young Marx, packing his bags upon his expulsion from Paris, would 
dash off to the middle-aged Heine a note saying, ‘Of all the people I am leaving 
behind here, those I leave with most regret are the Heines. I would gladly 
include you in my luggage! Best regards to your wife from mine and myself. 
Yours K.Marx.’9 


Heine had set out for Germany on 21 October 1843. Though he had been living 
in Paris for more than a dozen years now and was married to a Frenchwoman, 
he thought and wrote in German. His major audience, too, was in Germany and 
the old home country, with all its problems, was always on his mind. ‘Thinking 
of Germany at night’, he had written in a poem, ‘robs me of my sleep.’ He mis- 
trusted the bombast of the slovenly political Tendenzdichter with their ‘egali- 
tarian twaddle’, but realized that his friend Laube and his publisher Campe — 
who separately kept telling him that he was out of touch with developments in 
Germany — might have a point and that a new generation with new ideas might 
have grown up in the fatherland during his absence. 

Besides, the years abroad had made him homesick for Germany. But most of 
all, he felt a pressing need to see his 72-year-old mother, who had been burned 
out of her house during the great Hamburg fire. As he reasoned in the poem 
Night Thoughts, “The fatherland will live forever/But that dear old woman may 
die’. 

The Prussian ambassador having refused him a visa, Heine departed quietly 
for Brussels and, travelling via Osnabrück and Bremen, reached Hamburg 
before the end of October, about the time Karl and Jenny Marx were landing in 
Paris. At 46, Heine no longer looked like a ‘German Apollo with his high fore- 
head, clear as a piece of marble’. His once sparkling blue eyes were half-blind — 
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‘I can hardly read my own scribble,’ he was to write before long — and with his 
face partly distorted by numbness on one side, he had warned his mother not to 
be frightened by his changed appearance. He himself, however, was shocked to 
see that age and worries had shrunk his mother, who had lost everything in the 
fire and got nothing from an insurance company bankrupted by the mass of 
claims. ‘It is a shame,’ he wrote. ‘She now lives in two small rooms... and is too 
proud to go out as she doesn’t have the means to entertain visitors herself.’!° 

Heine’s family in Hamburg — the city of bankers, shippers, stockbrokers, 
‘whores and no muses’, where he had spent some of his unhappy youth — went 
out of its way to entertain its famous prodigal son. His sister Charlotte, his two 
wealthy uncles, Henry and Salomon Heine, Madame de Voss (Charlotte’s eldest 
daughter) and others vied to fete him at a succession of suppers, receptions and 
dinner dances. These family reunions lifted his mother’s spirits (the frail old 
lady was in fact to live to the age of 88 and to survive Heine by three years), and 
another effect, as Heine reported to Mathilde in Paris, was that his usually gruff 
Uncle Salomon, softened by age and the fact that ‘I did not ask him for money’, 
was pleasant to him. 

‘I now stand high in his favour’, Heine wrote. Indeed, before the end of the 
year Salomon Heine, who had saved the city of Hamburg from financial insol- 
vency in the wake of the great fire, was to send the Catholic Mathilde a Christ- 
mas gift of 400 francs. Heine, of course, also hoped that Uncle Salomon would 
remember him in his will. l 

More immediately, a relaxed Heine used his time in Hamburg for frequent 
talks with his publisher Julius Campe and managed to renegotiate their con- 
tract, which had 4 more years to run. The new contract, to go into force in 
1848, was one of the most satisfactory achievements of his Hamburg visit. As 
he explained its advantages to Mathilde on 25 November, 


in return for ceding him the right to exploit my works in perpetuity, 
he will pay me an annuity of 1,200 marks (or approximately 2,400 
francs). Should I die before you at any date from 1848 onward, this 
annuity will be paid to you; but should I die before that date, my 
publisher undertakes to begin paying you 2,400 francs per annum at 


once." 


In addition to admonishing Mathilde, in the tone of a jealous lover, not to be fri- 
volous (‘Remember, my eye is always on you, I know everything you do, and 
what I don’t know now I will learn later’), complimenting her on her improved 
spelling, and informing her that his entire family had the highest opinion of her, 
Heine stressed to Mathilde that ‘as of now, your future is assured, as the above- 
mentioned sum will be paid to you for life. That is the basis of our contract.’ 
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The question of Mathilde’s future after he was gone had recently been 
preying on his mind. She had been 19 when he first picked her up in a shop; 
now she was double that age. The letters he wrote to her every three or four 
days show that, for all his treating her like the flighty, untutored child-woman 
she was, he missed her, and loved her enough to feel responsible for her fate. In 
order not to abandon her to the lot of an impecunious widow, he sold the whole 
of his future literary output, thus ensuring that Mathilde — who was to survive 
him by 35 years — would live in comfort on the annuity stipulated, and regularly 
paid to her, by Hoffmann und Campe to the end of her days. For the rest, 
Germany’s foremost but financially harassed poet and prose writer — who had 
always yearned for a professorship or some sinecure to enable him to write 
without worry and humiliations — had at last obtained the security of a fixed, 
if modest, income from his publisher, which, together with Uncle Salomon’s 
annual stipend of 4,800 francs, not to mention the ‘French pension’, would 
enable him to maintain a decent living standard. 

For his journey to Hamburg, Heine had chosen an itinerary that crossed as 
little Prussian territory as possible for fear of being arrested. For the same 
reason, which was not wholly imaginary — the following September Prussia was 
to issue an order for his arrest, to be renewed every year — he declined Van- 
hagen’s invitation to visit him in Berlin. But the new contract aside, any risk he 
had taken also paid off handsomely in the great stimulus which ‘breathing the 
very air of Germany’ gave to the poet in him, as is evident from the verve and 
sustained vigour with which, on his return to Paris, he produced so lengthy a 
poem as Germany, A Winter’s Tale in little over a month. 

In the second half of the zoth century, this poem was to achieve ‘the highest 
canonical standing. In East German schools’, as Jeffrey Sammons observed in 


12 There are pas- 


1979, ‘it occupies a position second only to Goethe’s Faust. 
sages of unprecedented violence in it, such as Heine’s reaction to the Prussian 


eagle staring at him from the top of the post office in Aachen: 


If you fall in my hands, you ugly bird, 
Pil pluck out every feather, 

And chop the claws off both your feet 
And tie them up together, 


and then he will put it up on an airy perch and award a prize to the first marks- 
man who’ll shoot it. He declares to Barbarossa that he has come to hate the 
black-red-gold German colours. His conversation with the Rhine river god who 
prays for the return of the French is equally provocative. Campe feared that 
Germany, A Winter's Tale would be forbidden and Heine — to forestall ‘the 
higher criticism’ of censorship and accusations that he was a Francophile ready 
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to ‘slander’ the German colours and to surrender the Rhine to the French — 
wrote in September 1844 in a Preface to the book version: 


Calm yourselves, I shall respect and honour your colours when they 
deserve it... Plant the black-red-gold flag on the heights of German 
thought, make it the banner of a free humanity, and I will give my heart’s 
blood for it... I love the fatherland just as much as you do. Because of this 
love I have lived in exile for thirteen years... I am a friend of the French 
as I am a friend of all people when they are rational and good. I will 
never surrender the Rhine to the French, for a very simple reason — 
because the Rhine belongs to me... My cradle stood on its shores, and I 
do not see why the Rhine should belong to anyone other than its native 
children. I do not find it as easy as you do to annex Alsace and Lorraine 
to Germany, for the people of these lands hold fast to France on account 
of the rights they won through the French Revolution... 

However, the people of Alsace and Lorraine will rejoin Germany if we 
complete what the French have begun; if we surpass them in deeds as we 
have already done in the realm of thought; if we rise to the heights required 
by the farthest consequences of that thought; if we destroy servitude... if we 
redeem the god who dwelis within people on earth... if we restore to their 
proper dignity the poor people disinherited of happiness... all Europe, the 
whole world will become German! 

Of this mission of Germany and its universal role I often dream when I 
walk under the oaks. This is my patriotism.” 


The cosmopolitan Heine, who even before first leaving Germany had adopted a 
supra-national outlook and announced that in Paris he would devote himself to 
‘topics of general European interest’, was now proclaiming what some 10 years 
earlier he had only hinted at — namely, that the Germans must live up to their 
own philosophy. Marx had just reached the same conclusion. In January 1844, 
when Heine was writing his poem, Marx asked in the Introduction to his Cri- 
tique of Hegel: 


Can Germany attain a practice å la hauteur des principes, that is to say, 
a revolution that raises it not only to the official level of modern 
nations but to the human level these nations are about to achieve in 
the immediate future? 


Having hit on the proletariat as the ‘material weapon’ for translating philosophy 
into action, Marx openly speaks of revolution. The skeptical Heine in his poem 
presumably also speaks of revolution, but in fact, nowhere in Germany, A Win- 
ter’s Tale is there any definite commitment.'* Once before, in his memoir of 
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Ludwig Borne, Heine had spoken of radical extremists advocating an egalitar- 
ian ‘horse cure’ that might be worse than the social disease they meant to heal. 
The fact that the first association that came into Heine’s mind when over- 
whelmed in his poem by chamber pot smells was Saint-Just’s remark that the 
sickness of society requires a stronger cure than ‘attar of roses’ or other pallia- 
tives, would seem to indicate that by January 1844, when he expressed that 
thought, he had not changed his mind and continued to be impaled on the 
horns of the same dilemma between the pros and cons of proletarian revolution 
which in 1855 — 10 years after Marx left Paris — he was poignantly to describe in 
the French Preface to Lutèce. 

The articles assembled in that collection had, however, all been written at the 
beginning of the 1840s. It was in one of them that Heine described Commu- 
nism in 1841 as the ‘terrible antagonist’ waiting to assume its ‘great role in the 
modern tragedy’ — or its ‘great, if only temporary, role in the modern tragedy’, 
as the sentence had been amended by the Allgemeine Zeitung. And in another, 
originally published in mid-summer 1843, less than half a year before he was to 
meet Marx, he had written of the ‘growing army of Communism’. The ‘dan- 
gerous’ doctrines against which Heine kept warning in these articles were those 
of the early French Communists Cabet and Dézamy; of the Paris workmen who 
sang the songs of Babeuf; and of the German artisans belonging to Weitling’s 
League of the Just. Marx at that time shared the same low opinion of Cabet, 
Dézamy and Weitling; a month before his arrival in Paris he had mentioned 
them by name when describing the existing forms of Communism to Ruge as ‘a 
dogmatic abstraction’. It was only in the summer of 1844 that he was to prod- 
uce the first elaboration of his own Communist theories. There was thus no dis- 
agreement to cloud the first half-year of the Heine-Marx relationship. 

On the contrary, Heine’s Germany, A Winter’s Tale, with its violent diatribe 
against Prussia, ‘this bastard state’ of ‘Gothic fancies and modern lies’, fortress 
of medievalism, social injustice and nationalism, satirized the very things — 
‘hypocrisy, stupidity, gross arbitrariness’, etc, — which Marx had cited as his rea- 
sons for leaving Germany. Besides the common ground provided by this, Marx 
could not but appreciate the qualities that were to make posterity judge Atta 
Troll and Germany, A Winter's Tale as ‘masterpieces of wit, packed with topical 
allusions yet suffused with Romantic images for which there is no parallel in 
German literature.’75 

Other than contributing suggestions about this or that rhyme, Marx had 
nothing to do with the original draft which Heine completed at the end of 

January. In February, while Marx was busy seeing the German-French Year- 
books through the press, and for a time thereafter with its liquidation, Heine —a 
great perfectionist and re-writer — started polishing his 2,000-line poem. He 
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did this between attendances at a soirée of the comtesse Merlin, a performance 
of Mendelssohn’s Scottish Symphony, a concert by Berlioz, a new opera by 
Auber, another by Monsigny, and two concerts by Liszt, with whom he also had 
several talks in connection with the series on the Paris musical season he was 
writing for the Allgemeine Zeitung. At the same time he was working on his long 
essay on Ludwig Markus for the same paper, preparing a new edition of The 
Book of Songs; and producing some of the radical verses to become known as 
Poems for the Time (Zeitgedichte). 

It was in mid-April when, working in this off-and-on fashion, he put the fin- 
ishing touches to Germany, A Winter's Tale. It was to go through 4 printings in 
the autumn, three in Germany, before it was verboten, and one in Paris. Eleanor 
Marx wrote later that her father and Heine daily spent hours ‘endlessly revising 
a little ten-line poem’. But this piece of family lore, if not entirely untrustwor- 
thy (Eleanor was not yet born), most likely referred to the beginning of the 
summer, when Marx’s influence on Heine began to be felt in the above-named 
political Poems for the Time and most notably in his treatment of the first 
German workers’ revolt in his famous The Silesian Weavers. 

On 17 April, shortly before he was to send Campe the manuscript of Ger- 
many, A Winter’s Tale, he described it to his publisher as ‘the most impudent, 
personal view of the whole ferment agitating present-day Germany.’ As part of 
that ferment Heine included in the poem a couple of optimistic stanzas about ‘a 
new generation’ in Germany preparing to replace the ‘old hypocrites’. Indeed, 
liberal circles, whose hopes in Friedrich Wilhelm IV had been disappointed, 
talked more openly than ever about democracy, and cosmopolitanism and 
international ideas were in fashion. But Heine was not fooled by this. As 
William Rose has observed, ‘the German character had not changed’ so much 
that abstract liberal internationalism could influence ‘the collective national 
attitude’ and deter it from swinging to a narrower national objective. Heine did 
understand the German character and the German mind, and the tumult which 
was disturbing the ‘graveyard stillness’ of the German scene did not seem to 
him to be an indication that his compatriots had reached political maturity. "6 

In short, Heine did not believe that Germany was ripe for revolution. Revo- 
lution, he had written, would come to Germany one day, for once these thor- 
ough people got hold of an idea they never let go of it. But he did not think that 
the proletarian mob was its chosen instrument. 

In one of the oddest scenes in Germany, A Winter’s Tale, Heine encounters a 
pack of wolves in the forest. With eyes gleaming in the dark, they represent the 
political Tendenzdichter whom he detested, but it seems that they have only 
come to honour him ‘in their savage way/ With a light-show and a chorus./It’s a 
serenade, I see it now.’ In a feigned gesture of solidarity and reconciliation, 
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Heine assures his ‘fellow-wolves’ that they can count on his support and that — 
although he sometimes wears a sheepskin because of the censorship ~ he will 
always ‘howl with the wolves’. 

This ironically grotesque scene has been cited as an example of Heine’s 
insincerity, and no wonder. For he had hardly finished the long poem when he 
wrote to Campe: ‘I hope it will administer the death-blow to the prosaic-bom- 
bastic tendency of our political poets’. And about the same time, reacting to the 
refusal of the Allgemeine Zeitung to publish one of his articles on the musical 
season, he wrote to Kolb: 


Is it no longer permitted in Germany to write freely about virtuosi?... 
Or are you frightened by my suddenly refurbished reputation as a 
tribune (I have acquired it in the same way as the servant-girl got the 
baby) — from a denounced renegade I have suddenly again become a 
saviour of the fatherland.’7 


To Campe again, after sending him the manuscript of Germany, A Winter’s 
Tale, Heine stressed that he had gone over it repeatedly, had emended the most 
offensive passages, ‘and the poem is now so tame that you have nothing to fear 
from above [i.e., from the authorities], while I risk being misinterpreted again 
from below’ fi.e., by the radicals]. In a letter to his friend Detmold, on the other 
hand, he wrote, ‘since this opus is not only radical-revolutionary, but also anti- 
national I shall naturally have the entire press against me, either under the 
influence of the authorities or that of the nationalists, not to mention non-polit- 
ical enemies and pure literary scoundrels.’! 

What is one to make of all these ambiguities? They can only be explained by 
Heine’s intention to depict ‘the whole ferment in present-day Germany’, which 
implied giving a multiplicity of perspectives on the situation, as reflected 
through the prism of his own contradictory pulls and inner conflict. In his own 
mind, the various characterizations he gave in the poem to different people 
were not so contradictory as they appear. If there is one thing that emerges 
clearly from his ironic remark to Kolb about his ‘suddenly refurbished reputa- 
tion’ as a tribune, it is that he did not want to be associated with the Tendenz- 
dichter beyond a certain point. He saw a need for an alliance with the radical 
opposition, but it was at best to be a temporary alliance. 

There was in fact not a single party in Germany with whom Heine could or 
wished to be identified. Steering his own political course between reactionary 
conservatism and the extreme radicals, he was navigating between Scylla and 
Charybdis. Another factor that has to be taken into account is that he was 
always writing with the censor’s scissors at the back of his mind, and in the par- 
ticular case of Germany, A Winter’s Tale he used his great ingenuity to get by 
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not only the ‘higher criticism’ of the censorship (as he called it), but to get over 
the usually fearless Campe’s hesitations to print the work in the first place. 

He was satisfied that his poem was as ‘radical-revolutionary and anti-nation- 
alist’ as he could afford to make it in the circumstances. It was to be published 
first in September 1844 in a mixed volume under the innocuous title New 
Poems. At the same time Campe was preparing to publish it in book form. For 
this separate edition, Heine wrote a preface in which, anticipating ‘the hue and 
cry’ it was sure to raise, he took the occasion to attack 


these pharisees of nationalism whose antipathies coincide with those 
of the governments, who fully enjoy the love and esteem of the 
censorship, and who can set the tone for the daily press when it is a 
question of attacking those opponents of theirs who are also the 
opponents of their anointed rulers. 


From Hamburg, Heine wrote to Marx in Paris that in this preface, of which 
he sent him the galley proofs, ‘I have openly and decisively thrown down the 
gauntlet to the nationalists.’?9 But only 11 years later, in the 1855 French Pre- 
face to Lutéce, did he reveal that his hatred of German nationalism was actually 
the prime force which moved him towards that radicalism that reached its high 
point in 1844, the year of his personal contacts with Marx. 

Heine rightly foresaw that the collected articles in Lutéce would one day be 
regarded as historical documents providing a host of information in ‘daguerreo- 
type’ style on the July Monarchy, the political situation in Germany and the con- 
temporary cultural scene populated by such figures as Delacroix, Balzac, George 
Sand, Chopin, Liszt, Meyerbeer, Mendelssohn, Berlioz and countless others. 

‘The hero’ of the collection, however, he identified as ‘the social movement’. 
In the French Preface, he disclosed that the Allgemeine Zeitung had often muti- 
lated, distorted or suppressed his political articles, especially those dealing with 
‘Socialism, or to call the monster by its name, Communism’. He had put up 
with this because of his awareness of the brutal constraints to which his friend 
Kolb, the editor of the paper, was subjected. Nonetheless, Heine emphasized, 
he had managed ‘to paint the devil on the wall’ of this widely read newspaper. 
Through his articles, he went on, Communist groups dispersed in many lands 
learned to their great surprise of the constant progress of their cause. At a time 
when that cause was little known, they learned that they were not the least of 
forces in the world, but the strongest party of all; and that, though their day had 
not yet come, patient waiting was not a waste of time for the men to whom the 
future belongs.”° 

Heine’s view of the eventual advent of Communism in the future was a 
deeply gloomy one. Not only did he feel ‘an agony of dread and fear’, but he 
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anticipated the destruction of his own world. ‘I foresee all this and I’m filled 
with immeasurable sadness when I think of the ruin with which the victorious 
proletariat threatens my verses, that will sink into the grave with the whole of 
the old Romantic world.’ Finally, about ‘to lose my mind as I see all the demons 
of truth dancing in triumph around me’, and unable to refute the premise ‘that 
every man has the right to eat’, he gives in to the commanding voice of logic and 
cries out: ‘Let justice be done! Let this old world be smashed in which inno- 
, 


cence is long since dead, where egoism prospers and man battens upon man... 
But logic is only one of two voices that wrest this cry from Heine’s breast. 


The second of the two imperious voices that possess me, and which 
is even more powerful and infernal than the first, is that of the hatred 
I feel for that party of which Communism is the chief antagonist, 
and which is therefore our common enemy. 


I speak of the German nationalists, that party of false patriots whose 
love of the fatherland consists only of an idiotic aversion to strangers 
and the neighbouring peoples... I have always detested these rem- 
nants or descendants of the Teutomaniacs who have only modern- 
ized their ancient ultra-Teuton costumes — I have fought them all! 
my life, and now that the sword falls from my dying hand I am con- 
soled by the conviction that Communism, which will be the first to 
encounter them on its path, will crush them to death, not with a 
mallet, but with a giant coup de pied.” 


What emerges clearly from the Preface to Lutéce is, first, Heine’s intention to let 
the world know that he had realized the historic potential of Communism long 
before it became an actual force. This book contained the 1841 article in which 
he had declared that ‘Communism speaks a universal language as simple and 
elementary as hunger, as envy, as death,’ 

Secondly, the ‘terrible syllogism’ which nearly drove him crazy was the dilem- 
ma of a man who not only realized that the rotten old society, of which he had 
written in June 1843 that it had, for all its might, lost its moral fibre and was def- 
ending itself out of sheer inert necessity, without any self-respect or faith in its 
cause,’ was condemned to die, but who also foresaw that Communism and the 
particular type of German nationalism spearheaded by Prussia would step into 
the void as the two forces whose clash would decide the future of the world. 

The 1855 Preface has to be read in conjunction with Heine’s writings over 
a period of time. It then becomes evident that his fear of what a proletarian 
regime might do to modern civilization, ‘the achievement of so many centuries’, 
went hand in hand with his presentiments, expressed in 1843, that ‘the growing 
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army of Communists, lending their formulae to brute force’, would at the end of 
a fanatical class-struggle arrogate to itself the role and infallible authority ‘of 
the Fathers of the Church.’ 

But what he dreaded even more was an outbreak of that elemental Teuton 
‘berserk fury’ which he had foreseen and warned against in his History of Reli- 
gion and Philosophy in Germany as early as the mid-1830s. In the 1855 Preface 
he once more warned the French that German nationalism was lusting for a war 
against France, such as Bismarck was indeed to instigate and win in 1870-71. 
The bloody suppression of the 1848-49 revolutions all over Europe, Heine 
wrote in the 1855 Preface, had brought a resurgence of the Teutomaniacs in 
Germany ‘and today they are again howling invective [at France] with the per- 
mission of the highest authorities in the land.’ 

Heine actually concluded the Preface with the words: ‘Go on howling! The 
day will come when you will be crushed by the fatal coup de pied. With this 
conviction I can quietly quit this world.’ 

Significantly, he twice repeated that Communism was ‘the chief antagonist of 
that [German nationalist] party, which is therefore our common enemy and 
which I hate from the bottom of my heart... Because of that hatred J could almost 
fall in love with the Communists’,”4 thus clearly indicating that, faced as he was 
with a choice between two evils, Communism, for all his reservations about it, 
appeared to him as the lesser, principally because he saw in it the chief bulwark 
capable of stemming some future tide of German nationalism. The 1855 Preface 
actually provides post-hoc confirmation that this was the main reason for his 
seeking a temporary alliance with Germany’s radicals at the beginning of the 
1840s. Besides being consonant with what he had written to Detmold in Septem- 
ber 1844 about Germany, A Winter’s Tale (‘not only radical-revolutionary, but also 
anti-national’), it reveals that it was the latter feeling which inspired the former. 

Heine’s alliance with Marx was, politically speaking, likewise temporary. Al- 
ready in 1856, less than two months after Heine’s death, the journalist Theodor 
Creizenach observed in an article published in Frankfurt that Heine’s associa- 
tion with Ruge and those of Hegel’s radical disciples who became Communists 
‘went no deeper than the surface’. Noting that ‘a gulf’ separated Heine from 
the blinkered dogmatists ‘who make a virtue of one-sidedness’, Creizenach 
quoted an anonymous radical author who, having, like Heine, contributed to the 
German-French Yearbooks, asked him whether he was satisfied with the line 
(Richtung) taken by the journal. Heine had replied: ‘I would be more satisfied by 
the execution [Hinrichtung] of their enemies.’*+ The story may be apocryphal, 
but the pun sounds authentic. 

In the second half of 1844, when he was to collaborate with Marx on the 
outspokenly Communist German-language journal Vorwärts!, Heine did not 
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hesitate to tell him that he felt uncomfortable at being identified with its provo- 
cative line; and eventually — in the 1852 Preface to a new edition of his History 
of Religion and Philosophy in Germany — he was to remind Ruge, Feuerbach, 
Bruno Bauer as well as Marx and the rest of that group, of the fate of ‘the 
Babylonian king who thought that he was God but fell from the height of his 
self-conceit and ended up crawling on the ground and eating grass.’”5 

This hardly points to his having been converted by Marx to his new doctrine. 
On a personal plane, however, their relation was such that in 1852 Heine asked 
his secretary to draw the attention of Marx, who had by then started his exile in 
London, to the Preface in which he called him a thick-headed ‘self-god’. 

Marxist writers have tended to explain away Heine’s patent unease about 
Communism by attributing it to his knowing only Babeuf’s form of Commu- 
nist dictatorship. He had indeed got his first idea of Communism from the 
Babouvist songs and slogans he heard in 1840 in Paris. Heine’s close contacts 
with Marx continued after the latter’s expulsion from that city. Between 1846 
and 1848 Heine was more than once visited by Engels, at the time when he and 
Marx were elaborating the ideas they were to pack into The Communist Mani- 
festo. This appeared on the eve of the February 1848 revolution. Shortly after 
its outbreak, Marx, during a short stay in Paris, went to see Heine a couple of 
times. He did so again in 1849, and they kept track of each other through com- 
mon friends well into the 1850s, after Marx’s peregrinations had taken him to 
exile in London. 

In short, Heine may be credited with the ability to distinguish between 
Marx’s new Communist doctrine and Babouvism. It has been said that Marx 
was Heine’s intellectual superior. This is to introduce an element of competi- 
tion where none existed. Heine was a poet, a satirist and visionary, a champion 
of freedom, justice and human rights. He was, by his own admission, ‘not an 
abstract thinker’. He was a social critic but not a practical revolutionary, and he 
certainly did not aspire to be another rabble-rousing ‘political tribune’ or Ten- 
denzdichter. ‘In the breast of the writers of a people lies the image of its future,’ 
Heine had written in the mid-1830s in The Romantic School. Then in 1838 — in 
Shakespeare’s Maidens and Ladies ~ he had declared that the poet shared with 
the mathematician, who can immediately specify the whole of a circle and its 
midpoint if one gives him only the smallest segment of it, the faculty of per- 
ceiving at once ‘the circumference and centre of all things’ when ‘only the 
smallest fraction of the world of phenomena is offered to his view... He compre- 
hends things in their broadest compass and deepest midpoint.” 

From this followed the role he chose for himself as suiting him best. Hinted 
at and occasionally made explicit in more than one passage of his writings, it 
was that of a herald of change, anxious to impart to the educated public the 
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auguries and omens he perceived from his superior vantage point, along with 
his view of a better world. 

For instance, the ‘Hymn’, found among his papers and published posthu- 
mously, was written according to some in 1840, and according to others, as early 
as 1830; he wrote in it: 


‘Tam the sword, I am the flame. 


‘Tillumined your way in the darkness, andwhen the battle began I 
fought in the vanguard, in the front ranks. 


‘Round about me here lie the corpses of my friends, but we have 
won. We have won, but amid the jubilant songs of triumph we hear 
the chants of the funeral rites. We, however, have time neither for joy 
nor for sorrow. Once again the trumpets ring out, new fighting is 
ahead. 


‘I am the sword, I am the flame.’?7 


The tone of this piece of ‘poetic prose’, in which Heine appears as a torch- 
bearer pointing the way to, if not actually ushering in, a new age, is one of 
mixed triumph and sorrow. Unlike the propagandistic Tendenzdichter with 
their exalted phrases, he was aware that the new age would be born out of 
blood, sweat and tears. He himself paid a heavy price for constantly flaying the 
absolutist monarchs and ruling classes of his day who denied freedom and 
human rights to all but themselves. 

Nowhere, however, did he more explicitly define his self-chosen role than in 
the short poem ‘Doctrine’, in which he called himself simply a ‘drummer boy’. 


Go drum the people up from sleep, 
Drum reveille with youthful fire, 
March onward drumming, on and on — 
That’s all the knowledge you require... 


Written in 1842, but published in Vorwärts! only two years later at the height of 
his intimacy with Marx, this poem with its artfully naive simplicity is another 
expression of Heine’s radical phase: for a moment the champion of art for art’s 
sake seems ready to let poetry serve as a political vehicle for applying advanced 
German thought to reality. But while we know that this phase was not to last, 
‘Doctrine’ reminds us that, since his early portrait of the little French drum- 
major in The Book of Legrand, Heine never strayed from his path as a committed 
artist, committed to nothing more, but also nothing less, than rousing the 
people, especially the German people, from their sleep. 
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But this was only one side of him. For all his frequent changes of masks and 
postures, his anxieties and his basic insecurity, his self-esteem was no less than 
Marx’s. But it was as a shining literary star, second to none but Goethe, that he 
wished to be seen by posterity, and not as an ideologue; and if he succeeded in 
making ‘poetry out of politics’ it was as much due to his talent as to his penetrat- 
ing and many-faceted perspective and the inner conflicts of his often divided 
self. 

His adoption by Marxism notwithstanding, Heine, in the ‘terrible syllogism’ 
which held him in its grip to the last, put before the world the possibilities of per- 
version inherent in any absolute doctrine; with his uncanny intuitive faculty he 
was pointing at, even if not exactly anticipating, the kind of dilemma which lib- 
eral intellectuals in the 20th century were to confront when they discovered with 
a shock the crimes committed by Stalin in the name of ‘orthodox’ Marxism. 

As for Marx, a puissant character if anyone ever deserved that archaic term, 
he was in 1844 bursting with youthful confidence and possessed for the next 
few years by a double purpose — that of proving that historically, socially and 
economically the proletariat was ‘the universal class’ and finding ways of teach- 
ing that class how to change the world by means of its own emancipation. He 
would fight any of his friends and cronies who gave signs of being an actual or 
potential rival with the same fierceness with which he sought to destroy oppo- 
nents; and it was precisely because he and Heine did not compete in the same 
field that they could enjoy each other’s intelligence and wit. 

Although there is no record of their conversations and only three of Marx’s 
letters to Heine have survived, their relationship was actually summed up by 
Heine in a passage of his single extant letter to Marx: ‘Dear friend,...Forgive 
my confused scribbling. I can hardly read what I wrote — but after all, we need 
few words in order to understand each other! Heartily, H. Heine.’ 

Throughout his life, Marx liked to quote Heine in his writings and did so 
almost as frequently as he quoted Shakespeare, borrowing striking definitions, 
scintillating word constructions and sometimes whole lines. The fact that Marx 
realized the importance of Heine and treated him with respect, affection and an 
indulgence which he did not show to others — even after Heine recanted his 
atheism on his deathbed and opted for a personal God — is evident from the way 
he spoke about him to his family. According to Eleanor Marx, he would say of 
the only friend he made during his stay in Paris, ‘Poets are strange fellows. 
They are made that way, and one must let them follow their own bent. One can- 
not judge them by the standards that apply to ordinary or even outstanding 
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The summer of 1844 came to Paris in June with a sweet smell of lilac and a riot of 
white and red chestnut blossoms. But Karl and Jenny Marx were housebound and 
far too busy looking after Jennychen, their sickly new-born baby, to stroll about 
the boulevards or join the crowds filling the sidewalk cafés. They were inexperien- 
ced parents. They had no wet-nurse and by mid-June the 6-weeks-old Jennychen 
was or appeared to them so close to death that the desperate mother bundled her 
up and took her by mail coach to her own mother in Trier, to which city Caroline 
von Westphalen had recently moved back from Bad Kreuznach. The baby arrived 
there ‘miserable and in pain’ from a swollen underbelly, but Jenny was soon able to 
inform Marx that the family doctor had worked a miracle and that 


the dear little Cleverface suckles splendidly at the breast of a healthy 
young wet-nurse, a girl from Barbeln, the daughter of a boatman with 
whom my dear father had often sailed... Despite her suffering, the 
child looks marvellously lively... In Paris, we certainly would not have 
managed to save her.' 


As Jenny was to spend three months with her mother, Marx had their apartment 
in the rue Vaneau to himself throughout the summer of 1844. Relieved of finan- 
cial worries by the 1,000 Thaler Georg Jung had providentially sent him in 
March, he had the quiet and leisure to concentrate on his Economic and Philo- 
sophic Manuscripts. 

Having started on this project in April, he had since characteristically and 
methodically excerpted 24 pages from Etienne Buret’s Misére des classes labo- 
rieuses en Angleterre et en France, another 19 from John Mill’s Elements of Poli- 
tical Economy, and filled altogether 9 copybooks with 200 or so pages of notes 
and excerpts on and from some 30 works on political economy, including those 
of Adam Smith, J.B. Say, David Ricardo and the Swiss Sismondi, besides 
Michel Chevalier on the French economy and Coffiniéres on the Bourse and 
the effect of stock exchange speculations. 

As Engels was later to testify, Marx at the time ‘knew absolutely nothing 
about economics’ — to the point of being unfamiliar with some of its elementary 
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terminology. Yet in a Preface to the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts he 
wrote: ‘It is hardly necessary to assure the reader who is familiar with political 
economy that I arrived at my conclusions through an entirely empirical analysis 
based on an exhaustive critical study of political economy.” 

Was Marx being disingenuous? Not necessarily, and not consciously. As usual, 
he took his first inspiration from Hegel, who had compared civil society to a 
battlefield where everybody’s egoistic private interest clashes with everybody 
else’s. Adam Smith had postulated that it is self-interest, and not benevolence, 
that makes ‘the butcher, the brewer, or the baker’ feed society and produce its 
wealth to the ultimate benefit of all its members. Hegel accepted the Scottish 
philosopher’s dictum, with one reservation: “The concentration of dispropor- 
tionate wealth in a few hands’, he observed, led to ‘the creation of a rabble of 
paupers’ at the other end of the scale. It was the only problem to which Hegel 
found no solution in his otherwise integrative system.3 

He saw in man’s labour, which satisfies his own needs while serving those of 
others, his way of projecting himself into the social stream. Marginally, Hegel 
noted that the modern division of labour had an alienating effect on the indi- 
vidual ‘whose work becomes machine-like’, but he regarded this as the inevit- 
able compromise built into the structure of society. 

Marx, however, was set on the ‘emancipation’ (i.e., the salvation) of man 
from his alienation by abolishing the conditions that created it. Nor was Hegel 
Marx’s only inspiration. Feuerbach and Hess both played a role in leading him 
to political economy. But it was the 24-year-old Engels — whom Marx had 
brushed off during their first and only meeting so far — who from Manchester 
guided him to the real thing. 

One of the two articles which Engels had contributed to the German French 
Yearbooks — ‘Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy’ — struck Marx as a 
brilliant piece of writing. In March, shortly after the collapse of the journal, he 
had written a letter to Engels, which was to lead to the latter’s visit to Paris in 
August 1844 and the beginning of their historic partnership. 

But whereas Engels in his article had given a factual review of English fac- 
tory conditions, commerce, capital and labour based on first-hand observation 
or referenced studies, Marx had a more grandiose plan. He meant to publish a 
series of separate booklets on economic subjects, in which, as he wrote in the 
Preface, he would only touch on the interconnection of political economy and 
the state, law, morals, civil life, etc., and finally he would ‘attempt, in a special 
work, to present them once again as a connected whole.’4 

This endeavour has been rightly described as a project for a lifetime. Having 
in his previous essays stood Hegel’s philosophic notions of religion and the 
political state on their head, Marx was logically turning to political economy. 
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But hurrying as he was to encompass its influence on all spheres of life, he 
plunged into it before he had really mastered the subject, driven apparently by 
the same irresistible urge to find some absolute universal ‘system’ which during 
his Sturm und Drang period as a freshman student in Berlin, had fired him with 
the ambition to ‘elaborate a philosophy covering the whole field of law’, only to 
abandon the attempt after 300 pages. Although Marx never finished the Eco- 
nomic and Philosophic Manuscripts either, theirs was to be a different fate of last- 
ing importance. 

Marx thought he was writing ‘empirically’, but used the word in a sense all 
his own. The first of the 4 Manuscripts, for instance — on ‘Wages, Profit of 
Capital, Ground Rents, Alienation of Labour’ — consisted mostly of long 
excerpts from Adam Smith’s On the Wealth of Nations,’ in which the Scotsman 
who is to this day regarded as ‘the father of all economics’ argued that individ- 
uals pursuing their self-interest in a free market ‘invisibly, without knowing it, 
advance the interest of society.’ For this thesis, Smith, nowadays seen by some 
historians, philosophers and economists as a champion of democratic capital- 
ism who did not mean that greed rules the world, was long stamped as a die- 
hard conservative advocate of laissez-faire, and so he naturally appeared to 
Marx too. But his way of refuting Smith was to quote some 10 pages of text 
and statistics on the exploitation of women and child-labour in England, from 
a study published by Wilhelm Schulz, one of the expatriate German lecturers 
in Zurich.° Then, as though to beat Smith at his own game, Marx wrote force- 
fully: 


From political economy itself, using its own words, we have shown 
that the worker sinks to the level of a commodity;... that the misery of 
the worker is in inverse proportion to the power and volume of his 
production; that the necessary consequence of competition is the 
accumulation of capital in a few hands... and that finally... the whole 
of society must split into two classes of property owners and prop- 
ertyless workers. 


Marx’s empiricism consisted of pitting one economist’s study against anoth- 
er’s, and adding his own pithy comments. In the process he announced the 
class-struggle. What made the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 a 
landmark on his road to Communism was his original development of the 
concept of man’s ‘self-alienation’ in the labour process under capitalist condi- 
tions. 

With moral indignation and a good deal of psychological insight, Marx obser- 
ved that, while ‘the savage and the animal at least have a need to hunt, to move 
about’, wage-labour ‘emasculates’ the worker of his elementary human needs 
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and ‘mortifies his flesh and ruins his mind.’ Reducing him to a sub-human, actu- 
ally sub-animal existence, the new machinery and the division of labour force 
him 

to revert once more to living in a cave, but the cave is now polluted by 

the mephitic and pestilential breath of civilization. Moreover, the 

worker has no more than a precarious right to live in it, for... should 

he fail to pay, he can be evicted at any time. He actually has to pay 

for his mortuary... Light, air, etc., — the simplest animal cleanliness — 

ceases to be a need for man. Dirt — this pollution and putrefaction of 

man, literally the sewage of civilization — becomes an element of life 

for him.” 


‘Political economy’, Marx charged, ‘conceals the estrangement in the nature of lab- 
our by ignoring the direct relationship between the worker (labour) and production.’ 
It was true, he wrote, that ‘labour produces marvels for the rich, but it produces 
privation for the worker. It produces palaces, but hovels for the worker. It pro- 
duces beauty, but deformity for the worker... It produces intelligence, but 
idiocy and cretinism for the worker.’ 

Marx distinguished 4 forms of man’s resulting alienation — first, from the 
product of his labour, which belongs to the capitalist; secondly, from his pro- 
ductive work itself, which gives him no creative joy but turns him into the slave 
of a machine; thirdly, from his essential nature as a species-being, that is, from 
the advantage he holds over animals of being able ‘actively and actually to con- 
template himself in a world he himself has created’; and fourthly and finally 
from his fellow-men, i.e., from the community and his own humanity. 

Marx thus greatly elaborated Hegel’s original concept of alienation, which 
centred chiefly on man’s unique faculty to be both subject and object and to 
observe his own actions as if he were a spectator. The paradox that ‘the worker 
becomes all the poorer the more wealth he produces,’ was noted by Marx, who 
further observed that, just as religion robs the individual of the spontaneous 
activity of the human imagination, of the human brain and the human heart, and 
reappears as the alien activity of a god or of a devil, so the activity of the worker 
is not his own spontaneous activity. It belongs to another; it is a loss of his self.° 

This ‘loss of himself’ is the dehumanization of man. In the Economic and 
Philosophic Manuscripts Marx announced for the first time that Communism 
aimed at the abolition of private property, for the capitalist system based on it 
not only reduced the alienated worker to acting freely only in ‘his animal func- 
tions — eating, drinking, procreating’, but deprived him of the chance of ‘creat- 
ing’ his own life as a man through his labour and degraded him to the dependent 
status of one ‘living by the grace’ of another: 
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A being sees himself as independent only when he stands on his own 
feet, and he only stands on his own feet when he owes his existence to 
himself... But I live completely by the grace of another if 1 owe him 
not only the maintenance of my life but also its creation, if he is the 
source of my life. My life is necessarily grounded outside itself if it is 
not my own creation...’ 


The idea that man creates himself through his own labour was Hegel’s. In the 
last of his Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts Marx subjected Hegel’s ‘dialec- 
tic and general philosophy’, with special reference to his Phenomenology of the 
Spirit, to a new scrutiny. Clarifying his own ideas, as he had done in his book- 
length Kreuznach Critique of Hegel, by matching them against those of the 
master, he challenged him with the observation: ‘For Hegel human nature, 
man, is equivalent to self-consciousness. All estrangement of human nature is 
therefore nothing but estrangement of self—consciousness.’ 

Hegel’s battlefield, Marx submitted, is all in the mind. ‘The only labour 
Hegel knows and recognizes is abstract mental labour.’ Hegel’s self-conscious 
man has to supersede or ‘transcend’ his alienation, but this whole process takes 
place in thought and the imagination, as part of Hegel’s all-encompassing uni- 
versal ‘Idea’. This enables Hegel to ‘bring together the separate elements of 
previous philosophies and present his philosophy as the philosophy’ and as 
absolute science. 

For Marx this is not enough. His ‘corporeal man’ is a species-being in rela- 
tion with other men. He has passions, instincts as well as sensual needs and has 
to assert his productive force, and to overcome his alienation in the real world. 
The consequence of Hegel’s philosophy — and this was Marx’s harshest criti- 
cism of it — reduces the historical process to an eternal ‘shuttling back and forth 
of thoughts’. 

In a short section of the Manuscripts, Marx dealt with Money. Calling it the 
‘omnipotent’ power which, like a ‘pimp between need and object’, enables man 
to gratify his sensual and other requirements, he quoted Mephistopheles in 
Goethe’s Faust (Part I, Scene 4), 


If I can pay for six stallions, 

Are not their powers mine? 

I speed along, a proper man, 

As though I had four and twenty legs, 


in order to exemplify the power of money to change even man’s individuality. 


That which I can pay for, i.e. which money can buy, that am I, the 
possessor of the money... The properties of money are my properties 
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and essential powers... I am ugly, but I can buy the most beautiful 
woman... The effect of ugliness, its repelling power, is destroyed by 
money. As an individual, I am /eme, but money procures me twenty- 
four legs. Hence, I am not lame... I am mindless, but if money is the 


true mind of all things, how can its owner be mindless?... 


Describing money as ‘the bond of all bonds’, the ‘chemical power’ cementing 
society, Marx pointed out that to the same extent it was also the chief universal 
‘agent of separation’ between men. Money ‘transforms loyalty into treason, love 
into hate, hate into love, virtue into vice, vice into virtue, servant into master, 
master into servant, nonsense into reason and reason into nonsense... As the 
existing and active concept of value, it is the universal confusion and exchange of 
all things.’'° 

And, widely versed in world literature as he was, he turned to Shakespeare’s 
Timon of Athens. In one of the speeches in which its embittered outcast hero 
curses gold and the corruption of the world, he found Shakespeare’s endorse- 
ment of his own view of money as ‘the common universal whore, the universal 
pimp of men and nations,’!’ and praised Shakespeare for ‘bringing out’ so well 
the point that money ‘is the visible god-head transforming all human and natural 
qualities into their opposite.” Whatever Shakespeare had meant in his time in 
the phrase, ‘Come, damned earth,/Thou common whore of mankind’, Marx 
himself attributed to money nothing less than a supernatural, ‘divine’, though 
evil power and the property of making man worship it while it appropriates his 
labour and robs him of his soul.’? 

‘Communism is the solution of the riddle of history’, he stated in the Manu- 
scripts. Claiming that it was ‘a genuine, comprehensive and real science,’ he 
wrote: ‘Communism as the positive supersession of private property and human 
self-estrangement... is the complete return of man to himself as a social, i.e. 
human, being — a return become conscious, and accomplished within the entire 
wealth of previous development.’ 

In other ways, in his first venture into economics, Marx anticipated many of 
the theories he was to spend a lifetime elaborating, and none more than those 
concerning money and the concept of alienation. Ironically, in 1844 Marx had 
no money worries. On 31 July, Jung followed up the 1,000 Thaler (or 4,400 
francs) he had collected for him in mid-March with another handout of 800 
francs. Marx, who had expected to live in Paris on an annual salary of 1,800 
francs, had thus by the end of July received more than 5,000 francs from his 
bourgeois well-wishers, a sum which should have allowed him a couple of years 
of undisturbed work on his first Communist writings. But this was not to be the 


case. 
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For the supremely intelligent Marx, who all his life wrote like a man pos- 
sessed about money, was totally impractical when it came to handling it. His 
was a legendary ‘inability to husband his financial resources’.'3 Even during his 
gloomiest years in London he was incapable of managing the large sums he 
received from friends and followers. The pattern of a small band of wealthy 
devotees intervening every so often to keep Marx and his wife from the poor- 
house while he racked his brain in the service of humanity was set early on by 
Dr H.J. Claessen of Cologne, a contributor to Georg Jung’s first fund collec- 
tion, who wrote to Marx that he felt it a privilege ‘to compensate you for the 
sacrifices you have made for the common cause.’!4 

In 1844, however, only his practical-minded wife worried about their future. 
To judge from her letters from Trier, everyone wanted to know whether he had 
a steady income. Although Jenny put a brave face on it, reporting that she was 
showing off her best Parisian dresses and successfully making the locals believe 
that her husband supported her in opulent style (‘For one thing’, she wrote, ‘I 
am more elegant than all or any of them, and for another, I have never in my life 
looked better and more glowing than now’), she brought up the matter of a 
‘steady income’ twice in one letter of 21 June: 


Dear heart, I have too great an anxiety about our future, both in the 
long and the short term, and I think that I shall be punished for my 
present high spirits and exuberance. If you can, please allay my fears 
on this point. People talk far too much about a steady income. I then 
answer simply with my red cheeks, my white flesh, my velvet cloak, 
my feathered hat and my fine ribbons. '5 


Even after she learned of the new windfall of 800 francs from Jung, she contin- 
ued to be anxious. ‘How good that you now again have some cash’, she wrote, 
but cautioned him: ‘Although the exchequer may be full at the moment, 
remember how quickly it empties and how difficult it is to fill it again! Domi- 
nated by her ‘dark master’, whom she also endearingly called the ‘High Priest 
and Bishop’ of her heart, she did not press him to do anything in particular, 
apparently knowing that the idea of taking up any kind of ‘steady’ occupation 
for the simple purpose of supporting himself and his family was foreign to his 
mind. 

Rather, she wrote that they were probably going to have a second baby soon 
after her return to Paris. ‘People with the smallest means have the most chil- 
dren,’ she added ruefully, showing her familiarity with the idea then current 
among Marx’s Socialist friends that the poor multiplied at a faster rate than the 
means of production.'6 But for all her loving devotion to him and her shared 
faith in his cause, an undertone of financial anxiety runs through most of her 
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letters from Trier, almost as if she had a premonition that summer of the hor- 
rendous years of privation in London during which she and Marx, having 
already lost a little boy, would have to postpone the burial of an infant daughter 
because they did not have the money for the funeral expenses. “The lifeless 
body’ of one-year-old Franziska, Jenny was to write in her Reminiscences, 
was left overnight ‘in the back room,’ while she and Marx ‘went into the front 
room and and made our beds on the floor. Our three living children lay down 
by us and we all wept... She [Franziska] had no cradle when she came into the 
world, and for a long time was denied a last resting place,’ until she ran in des- 
peration to the house of a French refugee who lent her two pounds for a 
coffin. "7 

As money during those wretched years became for Marx an existential prob- 
lem with which he had to struggle most of his life, the fierceness of his attack 
on it grew. Ultimately, when dealing with the power of capital, which is accu- 
mulated money, Marx was to describe it in Das Kapital as ‘dead labour which, 
like a vampire, is resuscitated only by sucking the labour of the living, and the 
more it sucks in, the longer it lives.’ - 

Observing in 1984 that ‘Marx’s own humanity and psychology speak through 
some of his seemingly “objective”, philosophical, critical statements’, Bruce 
Mazlich asked: When Marx excoriates money as the universal ‘whore’ and ‘the 
pimp’ of men and nations ‘is he merely gilding his economic analysis or encrus- 
ting it as well with feelings derived from his youthful relations to his father?’ 
Similarly, when Marx writes that man ‘only stands on his own feet when he 
owes his existence to himself’ and not to another who provides him with suste- 
nance and thus ‘creates’ his life, ‘and when he then adds “Self-generation... is 
the only practical refutation of the theory of creation”, is he achieving a sense of 
total personal independence by claiming to have created himself?’ 

Dealing with both these questions 20 years before Mazlich, Arnold Kiinzli 
answered them by quoting a passage in Das Kapital in which Marx described 
the birth of capital in the following words: ‘If money, according to Augier, 
“comes into the world with natural blood stains on one cheek”, then capital is 
born like a baby dripping blood from head to toe, and from every pore.’ 

Kiinzli calls that ‘as remote from scientific analysis as can be.... This is no 
longer economics, but sheer demonology.’ In analyzing Marx’s psyche, Künzli 
did not hesitate to declare that, though he stamped capitalism as ‘sucking’ the 
blood and sweat of the workers, Marx himself took money all his life from 
Engels and others like an unconcerned suckling expecting nourishment from 
its mother until it is sated. This resulted in an inner conflict between, on the 

one hand, his superior intellect and his high ‘vocation’ or hubris to create a new 
man, one who, in Marx’s phrase, ‘owes his existence to himself [and] stands on 
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his own feet’, and, on the other, his own dependence on others to supply him 
and his family with their daily bread. 

So sharp was this conflict that, in Kiinzli’s view, Marx’s only way of solving 
it was subconsciously to transfer the guilt for his inability to achieve financial 
autonomy on to ‘money’ itself, which had to be denied any positive quality and 
to be painted in the blackest colours as a satanic force; and so vexing and exis- 
tential that it became the motive power which drove him to keep ‘dissecting this 
demon from head to toe to get to the bottom of its secret." 

In short, according to Kiinzli, the dragon had to be killed and money had to 
be abolished for Marx to regain his absolute autonomy and lead mankind to sal- 
vation. Whatever the merits of Kiinzli’s psychological analysis, Marx would not 
have been Marx had he chosen a practical career with a steady income to 
support his family. As an idealistic 17-year-old, he had written: ‘Our happiness 
belongs to millions.’ In his maturity, shortly after he had finished the first part 
of Das Kapital, he explained to a friend why he had not answered his letters: 
‘Hovering at the edge of the grave as I was, I had to use every moment when I 
was able to work to finish my book, to which I have sacrificed health, happiness 
and family.’ 

With only a slight stretch of the imagination one can guess from Marx’s next 
few lines what his answer to Kiinzli might have been: 


I must laugh at the so-called ‘practical’ men and their wisdom. If one 
chose to be an ox, one could of course turn one’s back to the suffer- 
ings of mankind and look after one’s own skin. But I should really 
have considered myself impractical if I had checked out without 
completely finishing my book, at least in manuscript form;7° 


and even Kiinzli was to admit that in the process of ruthlessly demonizing and 
‘dissecting’ money every which way, Marx reached a number of insights into 
the nature of a capitalist society based on money which ‘decisively deepened 
the knowledge of men about their socio-economic conditions.’”* 


There was a humanist side to Marx’s Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts that 
was not to be discovered until almost a century after he wrote them. On 15 May 
1844 Ruge, in a letter to Feuerbach giving his version of his conflict with Marx 
and their final break, included the following observation about his former co- 
editor: ‘He reads enormously, works with uncommon intensity... but never fin- 
ishes anything, and always breaks off to plunge anew into an ocean of books.’? 
Ruge may have been the philistine that Marx made him out to be, but he was 
no fool. He perceived the oddity of genius when he saw it, recognized that Marx 


was by nature an ‘eternal student’ and accurately foresaw that when driven by 
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some new idea he would abandon work in progress in order to explore it. Marx 
had important things to say in the Manuscripts, but in July he interrupted work 
on them. He resumed it briefly in August but then gave it up altogether. 

The first of the 4 Manuscripts broke off after 36 pages; of the second, dealing 
with ‘Private Property,’ only 4 pages were ever found; the third, containing sec- 
tions on ‘Needs, Production and Division of Labour’, on ‘Communism’ and on 
‘Money’, ran to 68 pages, of which the last 23 were blank; the fourth consisted 
of only 4 pages. The result was thus an unfinished and disorganized work with 
many gaps. Not published until 1932, the Manuscripts caused an enormous stir 
among both Soviet ideologues and Marxist and non-Marxist writers every- 
where. And no wonder — for, in spite of their fragmentary character, they 
showed that it was philosophy and psychology — rather than the concrete eco- 
nomic determinants he was later to invoke — that moved Marx in 1844 towards 
Communism. Quite apart from his dubious claim that he was founding a new 
and ‘real science’ and that ‘the whole of what is called world history is nothing 
more than the creation of man through human labour’, the Manuscripts bore 
the imprint of a philosophical and idealistic young Marx who, in the midst of 
discussing political economy and condemning money as ‘the universal whore’, 


could use lyrical language: 


Assume man to be man and his relation to the world to be a human 
one, then love can be exchanged only for love, trust for trust... If your 
love as love does not call forth love in return, if through the vital 
expression of yourself as a loving person you fail to become a loved 
person, then your love is impotent, it is a misfortune.?3 


This passage, envisioning a system in which man, instead of material counters, 
will exchange ‘love for love and trust for trust’, was eventually to elicit George 
Steiner’s comment that Marx ‘is all but paraphrasing Isaiah.’ Marx went on: 
‘Communism equals humanism, and as fully-developed humanism equals natu- 
ralism; it is the genuine resolution of the conflict between man and nature, and 
between man and man, the true resolution of the conflict between existence and 
being... between freedom and necessity, between individual and species.’*4 

In March 1844 Marx became acquainted with the first real proletarians he 
had ever met in the flesh. Maurer and Dr Ewerbeck, the two intellectuals who 
had assumed the leadership of the Communist League of the Just in the 
absence of Weitling, took him to the gatherings of the German artisans and 
apprentices in a hall at the Barrière du Trone, in the rue de Vincennes, where — 
according to a Prussian police spy — ‘thirty, or often one hundred or two hun- 
dred German Communists met on Sundays’ and ‘talked of regicide, the aboli- 
tion of property, war with the rich, etc.’ 
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Dr Ewerbeck had also initiated him into some of the secret French workers’ 
societies. Marx was impressed by the earnestness and revolutionary zeal he 
found at their meetings. In the Manuscripts he was enthusiastic about the fact 
that the workers taking part did not confine themselves to ‘smoking, eating and 
drinking’, but sought education, ‘company, association, conversation.’ He 
wrote that “The brotherhood of man is not a hollow phrase, it is a reality.’ He 
could see ‘the nobility of man shining forth from the work-worn figures’ of the 
French Socialist workers. 

The Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts present us with a ‘humanist’ Marx 
who — having already proclaimed the proletariat to be the ‘universal class’ 
before he ventured into political economy — now went so far as to promise that 
out of the ‘sewage’ of civilization he would create a new autonomous man. He, 
Marx, only had to make him conscious of his degradation for this man to raise 
himself to his innate human dignity and nobility. Marx could do so because he 
believed, as he was to write in The Holy Family, that ‘the propertied class and 
the class of the proletariat present the same human self-estrangement. But the 
former class feels at ease... recognizing estrangement as its own power, and 
finding in it the semblance of a human existence.’ The proletariat, on the other 
hand, ‘feels annihilated in estrangement; it sees in it its own powerlessness and 
the reality of an inhuman existence’; this makes it attain consciousness of its 
alienation and through urgent need it ‘is driven directly to revolt against this 
inhumanity.’*5 

In other words, what he, the abstract philosopher, knew theoretically, the 
proletariat would be compelled by historic necessity to do in practice. Its revolt 
would translate the vision of earlier ‘utopians’ of what society ought to be into 
reality and in the process would save all men, including the capitalist, from ‘the 
same human self-estrangement’. 

The new man, Marx stated in the Manuscripts, would then be able not only to 
stand on his own feet but to partake of ‘the entire wealth of previous develop- 
ment’ — that is, of all the advantages of civilization — and to enjoy a life enriched 
by education, intellectual interests and ‘sensuous’ pleasures like music and art 
now denied to him. 

This is a far cry from the simplified terms in which Engels was to salute him 
at his graveside in 1883 when he said: 


Just as Charles Darwin discovered the law of evolution in organic 
nature on our planet, so Marx discovered the fundamental law of 
evolution in human history; he discovered the simple fact... that 
mankind must first of all eat and drink, have shelter and clothing, 


before it can pursue politics, science, religion, art, etc. 26 
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It was a long time before anyone made the point that, while human beings 
obviously ‘cannot engage in politics and cultural pursuits without eating and 
sleeping, it does not follow that eating and sleeping explain the form politics 
and intellectual activity take’; and that while a people’s politics and culture may 
be causally affected by the level of its economic development, the materialist 
conception of history is flawed by taking it as a ‘foregone conclusion that every- 
thing that happens in a society that is of any importance must have an economic 
explanation.’*? 

But how is one to square the young idealistic Marx of 1844 with the mature, 
determinist Marx whom Engels was to canonize in his funeral oration as the 
founder of historic or ‘Marxist materialism’ and as the prophet who laid down 
the ‘scientific’ iron laws of the movement of history and society? In November 
1843 Engels himself had described his and Marx’s Communism as being 
inspired by neither ‘French nor English Communist ideas’ but by the German 
‘philosophical’ school led by Hess. Marx’s Manuscripts do indeed show that 
influence. Sixteen years later, however, Marx himself omitted this ‘philosophi- 
cal’ stage from a brief retrospective account he gave of the development of his 
opinions. 

With the Manuscripts remaining unpublished for nearly a century, he created 
something of a riddle whose solution was to divide generations of Marx inter- 
preters into two camps. Lenin, not knowing of the existence of the Manuscripts 
or their humanist, ‘philosophical’ inspiration, compounded the problem by 
declaring that Marx passed directly from the Introduction in which he first 
spoke of the proletariat to his full-blown economic interpretation of history. 

The rise of Hitler in the 1930s, shortly after the publication of the Manu- 
scripts, delayed the intense debate that was to erupt with all the greater force 
after World War II on the question whether there was or was not a radical break 
between the ‘humanist’, idealistic young Marx and the mature founder of ‘sci- 
entific Marxism’ and the materialist conception of history. 

During the next few decades, the debate reached its height with the birth of 
Eurocommunism. As the Communist Parties of Italy and Spain and sections of 
the French Communists not only repudiated the horrors of Stalinism but dis- 
sociated themselves from their Leninist heritage as well — to proclaim them- 
selves ‘parliamentary’ Socialist democrats with ‘full respect for human liberties’ 
— it assumed wide-ranging political and social implications and until late into 
the 2oth century engaged not only Marxist ideologists and sympathizers but 
students and intellectuals worldwide. 

Was Lenin’s brutal dictatorship inherent in Marxism or based on ‘a perver- 
sion or misunderstanding’ of it? This was only one of the questions that became 
the subject of heated dispute. But Marx in the 1840s did not dream of this 
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hornet’s nest of controversy, and it is mentioned here chiefly to underline the 
importance his Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts and other ‘early writings’ 
were to play in posterity’s assessment of how his ideas kept developing and 
sometimes changed in the process, or were changed by others. 


In July 1844, Marx and his friends gained control of Vorwärts! (‘Forward!’), a 
semi-weekly German-language review which originally avoided politics and 
dealt chiefly with the theatre, opera and artistic gossip and tittle-tattle. Its pub- 
lisher, Heinrich Bérnstein, a former actor and enterprising journalist, had 
launched the journal with the help of a loan obtained from Meyerbeer, on the 
promise that Heine would be one of the contributors.78 

When Heine started in May to contribute some of his most radical political 
poems, the paper changed in tone. By mid-June Vorwärts! was carrying Heine’s 
‘The New Alexander’, in which he brazenly had the Prussian King confess 
that, brought up as he had been by his Huguenot tutor Ancillon in the spirit of 
his published theory On the Reconciliation of Extreme Opinions, he had grown up 
‘A hybrid, neither fish nor flesh./... A mixed-up tangle/Blending all our time’s 
extremes.” No paper in Germany would have dared to publish such verses. 
Heine crowned their insolence by alluding to the King’s weakness for alcohol: ‘I 
find my faith in Jesus Christ,/ In Bacchus my consolation.’ 

In Germany, at the beginning of that June, several hundred Silesian hand- 
loom weavers had attacked a couple of cotton mills and smashed the weaving 
machines which — coupled with the competition of cheap British cotton goods 
— were reducing them to starvation. It was the first workers’ revolt in Germany. 
Although hardly on the scale of the 1834 Lyons weavers’ strike — which had 
brought 50,000 workers to the streets and had taken the use of artillery fire and 
a toll of over 1,000 casualties to put down — the rising of the hungry Silesian 
weavers caused extraordinary excitement among the Germans living in Paris, 
whose number had swelled since 1836 at a staggering rate from 15,000 to 
70,000, some say 80,000. 

Marx had yet to start writing for Vorwärts! when, on 10 July, the paper 
carried Heine’s ‘The Silesian Weavers’ (‘Die schlesischen Weber’). In this most 
militant of his poems, Heine showed the strikers working on Germany’s shroud 
and ‘weaving a threefold curse in it’. Stanza after stanza, to the refrain of “We’re 
weaving, we’re weaving!’, they curse first God, then the King and finally the 
‘false’ German fatherland. 

The poem created a sensation among the German colony in Paris and 
beyond, but Arnold Ruge belittled the significance of the event which had 
inspired it. While Heine left Paris for Hamburg on 20 July to settle a serious 
dispute which had arisen between him and his publisher Campe, Ruge, in an 
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article on the Silesian weavers’ strike in Vormdrts/, was putting forward the 
argument that ‘in an unpolitical country’ like Germany the sporadic misery of 
the factory districts was not seen as a matter of universal concern, let alone as a 
disaster to the whole civilized world. 

In Germany, he went on, the Silesian events belonged ‘in the same category 
as any local shortage of food or water.” The Prussian King therefore viewed 
them as a simple ‘failure of the administration or of charitable institutions’; and 
because only ‘few troops were needed to deal with the feeble weavers’, the King 
had not been reduced to panic, as reported in a French newspaper. 

Marx was incensed. He was not only irritated by Ruge’s remarks about ‘unpo- 
litical Germany’ and ‘feeble weavers’, but outraged that Ruge, who was a Saxon, 
had signed the article ‘A Prussian’, allowing for the impression that Marx was 
the author. Marx promptly wrote a two-part reply in Vorwärts! in which he 
accused the anonymous ‘Prussian’ of ‘literary swindle’, and otherwise subjected 
him to a drubbing in his best polemical style. Ruge, who favoured political 
reform in Germany within the existing system over social revolution, had con- 
cluded his article with the statement that ‘A social revolution without a political 
soul... is impossible.’3° Marx’s riposte was: ‘A “social” revolution with a political 
soul is either a composite piece of nonsense... or nothing but a paraphrase.’ To 
the extent that ‘every revolution dissolves the old order of society it is social,’ he 
remarked, and to the extent that it ‘brings down the old ruling power it is 
political. 


All revolution — the overthrow of the existing ruling power and the 
dissolution of the old order — is a political act. But without revolution 
Socialism cannot come about. It stands in need of this political act 
just as it stands in need of destruction and dissolution. But as soon as 
its organizing functions begin and its goal as well as its soul emerge, 
Socialism throws its political mask aside.3" 


In this circuitous way, Marx announced that Socialism aimed at revolution. In 
one of two curious passages of his polemic — titled Critical Notes on the Article 
‘The King of Prussia and Social Reform’ — Marx referred Ruge to the ‘Weavers’ 
Song’ (a misnomer for Heine’s “The Silesian Weavers’). A poem can, of course, 
be a potent political weapon, and Heine’s stanzas with their rhythmic resonance 
and stark revolutionary message would in the fulness of time be sung by gener- 
ations of German workers. The striking thing, however, is that Marx used the 
words which Heine put into the mouths of the Silesian weavers as empirical evi- 
dence against Ruge.3? 
Ruge was to ‘think of the Weavers’ Song, that intrepid battle-cry in which the 
proletariat at once proclaims its antagonism to the society of private property in 
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the most decisive, aggressive, ruthless and forceful manner.’ Not only that, but 
Marx invoked Heine’s poem as proof of the superiority of the Silesian rebellion 
over those staged by French and English workers, none of which had shown 
‘the same understanding’ of the nature of the proletariat: 


This superiority stamps the whole episode. Not only were machines 
destroyed... but also the account books, the titles of ownership... The 

` Silesian workers turned also against the hidden enemy, the bankers. 
Finally, not one English workers’ uprising was carried out with such 
courage, foresight and endurance.33 


Marx next launched into a veritable panegyric of ‘Weitling’s brilliant writings 
which surpass Proudhon’s from a theoretical point of view’. He further placed 
the Communist tailor’s Guarantees of Harmony and Freedom above anything 
that the German bourgeoisie, with all its ‘philosophers and scholars’, had ever 
produced on its political emancipation, and he extolled the level of education 
and capacity for revolution of ‘the German Cinderella’, the fairy-tale name he 
applied to the ‘new-born’ German proletariat. 

Who was this collective Cinderella? Of the 34,000 journeymen tailors, shoe- 
makers and carpenters who had emigrated from Germany to Paris,3+ several 
hundred formed the rank and file of Weitling’s clandestine Communist League 
of the Just. There were also the small secret Communist cells he had established 
in Switzerland before his imprisonment and those that had been set up in 
London. Behind them stretched the larger unorganized mass of the poor and 
dispossessed. Marx had written of them in his Wood-Theft articles; and now 
that a small group of them had risen in protest in Silesia, he declared that the 
German proletariat was the theoretical component of the European proletariat 
just as the English proletariat was its economist and the French its politician. The 
vocation of Germany for social revolution was as classical as its incapacity for 
political revolution.35 

Whether by hailing Weitling’s writings as the ‘titanic and brilliant literary 
debut of the German working class’ and contrasting ‘these gigantic children’s 
shoes of the proletariat with the dwarf-like proportions of the worn-out politi- 
cal shoes of the German bourgeoisie’, Marx was simply predicting ‘a vigorous 
future for this German Cinderella’, or was carried away by his hubris to blow up 
the small group of Paris Communists and the Silesian strikers into the standard- 
bearers of European Socialism, the result of his polemic against Ruge was two- 
fold. On the one hand, it was to lead to Prussia’s instigating the eventual 
suppression of Vorwärts! and Marx’s expulsion from Paris. On the other, in 
publicizing the short-lived weavers’ revolt, it did much — next to Heine’s poem — 
to focus the Zeitgeist on the problem of poverty and starvation, with the result 
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that within two years J.M. Radowitz, one of the Prussian King’s counsellors, 
would advise him that ‘the proletariat like some giant monster lies there, and 
with it the bleeding wound of our age, pauperism, is laid bare.’3® 

Marx’s fragmentary Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts had been laid aside, 
None of the separate booklets on economic subjects he had planned to publish 
ever appeared. Of his great scheme to write a ‘special work’ on ‘the inter- 
connection of political economy and the state, law, morals, civil society, etc.’, 
only the first stage was to be realized 20 years later in Das Kapital. Flush with 
money in the summer of 1844, he was under no financial pressure to finish the 
Manuscripts and have them printed. No one knows what Marx spent his money 
on, but the fact is that by the end of the year he had run out of it and had to rely 
on 50 Thaler his friends were to collect for him in February 1845, to be followed 
by 122 francs in March. 

In the letter Ruge sent his mother shortly after Marx’s break with him, he 
had written that Marx was ‘spending more time than ever’ with the profligate 
Herwegh, who had succumbed to ‘all the seductions’ of Paris, ‘its luxurious 
mansions, its flower shops, its women’, and further hinted that Marx took part 
in Herwegh’s gallivantings, ‘not without youthful adventures’ .37 

Curiously, a letter from Jenny sent from Trier in mid-August included a 
cryptic passage in which, besides expressing her longing soon to be in his arms 
again in Paris, she wrote of being a prey to a ‘dark feeling of anxiety, the fear, the 
real threats [?] of infidelity, the seductions and temptations of the world 
metropolis.’3° 

Herwegh did, indeed, introduce Marx to some of the society of Paris, and 
Marx may have joined the frivolous poet in exploring its low life, too. But there 
is no evidence that he engaged in any kind of frolics that interfered with his 
work. Rather, and ironically, it was Ruge, who, by minimizing the Silesian weav- 
ers’ revolt as a ‘local’ event, seems to have deflected Marx from ever finishing the 
Manuscripts. 

Although Marx’s response to Ruge did not appear until August, he had been 
in touch with the journal’s publisher Bornstein since mid-July. By then, Meyer- 
beer was refusing to grant Bornstein any further loans, and Heine, before leav- 
ing for Hamburg on 20 July, had tried to enlist Ruge’s financial support in an 
attempt to save the publication. Heine may also have been instrumental in 
helping Marx and his friends to take over the paper, with the result that Börn- 
stein, instead of fresh funds, obtained a stable of talented intellectual writers. 
He appointed his sharp-witted friend Ferdinand Bernays — who had contri- 
buted to Marx’s German-French Yearbooks — as his co-editor. 

In July, too, Michael Bakunin, having found that Brussels was too placid a 
place for one whom Belinsky a few years earlier had described as ‘a prophet and 
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thunder-hurler’ 39 moved permanently to Paris. Arriving in the company of his 
pianist friend Reichel — whom he had persuaded to give up a post as a teacher 
at the Brussels Conservatoire — Bakunin resumed his friendship with the poet 
Herwegh and Count Grigory Tolstoy. He also, as he wrote later, met ‘fairly 
often’ with Marx. 

Starting in August, when Marx began to have a say on the policies of Vor- 
warts!, he and Bakunin actually saw each other regularly once or twice a week. 
For Bakunin, after living for a while with and at the expense of Reichel, moved 
with his possessions into a large vacant room belonging to the journal’s editorial 
offices, which occupied the first floor of a building in the rue des Moulins. 
Bornstein, who offered him the room, was surprised to find that the worldly 
belongings and ‘entire ameublement’ of the towering Russian consisted of no 
more than ‘a folding bed, a trunk and a zinc wash-basin’. 

In his memoirs, published 40 years later, Bornstein was to describe the trans- 
formation his paper underwent in the hands of its new staff and contributors: 


There soon gathered round Vormarts! a group of writers such as no 
other paper anywhere could boast, certainly not in Germany... 
Besides Bernays and myself, who were the editors, there wrote for the 
paper Arnold Ruge, Karl Marx, Heinrich Heine, Georg Herwegh, Baku- 
nin, Georg Weerth, G. Weber, Fr. Engels, Dr Emerbeck and H. Biirgers. 
These men wrote not only very brilliantly but very radically. Vor- 
warts, as the only uncensored radical paper in the German language 
anywhere in Europe, soon had a new appeal and the number of its 
subscribers multiplied accordingly.*° 


At the weekly editorial conferences in Boérnstein’s office, ‘twelve to fourteen 
men, all smoking heavily, argued with great passion and excitement’ and so 
loudly that ‘the windows could not be opened, because a crowd would immedi- 
ately have gathered in the street to find out the cause of the violent uproar, and 
very soon the room was concealed in such a thick cloud of tobacco smoke that it 
was impossible for a newcomer to recognize anybody present.’ + 

It was at these editorial conferences, and often in Bakunin’s room with its 
folding-bed and wash-basin, that Marx and Bakunin took each other’s measure. 
Bornstein may have embroidered the grotesque editorial scene, but not the heat 
of the debates. Marx and Bakunin were two of the century’s most opinionated 
men. A third was the stocky, bespectacled Proudhon, the only French Socialist 
who took an interest in the activities of the Germans and joined their discus- 
sions. Each was fanatically set on imposing his views on the world. Before they 
could do so each applied all the force of his convictions and argumentative 
powers to prevailing over the two others, hoping thereby to convince the small 
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band of intellectuals around them of his ideas, his vision of the future and his 
strategy for remaking society. Marx, by his own account, often engaged the 
self-taught Proudhon in ‘night-long discussions’ on social and philosophical 
questions: ‘I infected him to his great injury with large doses of Hegelianism, 
which, owing to his ignorance of the German language he could not study 
properly. 

As for Marx and Bakunin, the rivalry between these two great antagonists 
would one day break up the First International. But at the beginning of their 
relationship, Bakunin was obviously impressed by Marx’s scholarship and wit. 
A quarter of a century later, after some mighty ideological clashes with him, he 


242 


evoked their first meetings in Paris in 1844 in the following terms: 


My understanding of political economy at the time was nil, and my 
Socialism was purely instinctive. He, though younger [by four years] 
than I, was already an atheist, an instructed materialist, and a con- 
scious Socialist... I very much respected him for his knowledge and 
his earnest and passionate devotion to the cause of the proletariat, 
although there was always an admixture of personal vanity to it; I 
eagerly sought his conversation which was always instructive and 
witty when it was not inspired by petty spite, which unfortunately 


happened very often. 


Bakunin shared Marx’s low opinion of the priggish Ruge. Like Marx, he much 
preferred the company of Herwegh, the impetuous and extravagant poet. 
Bakunin’s view of Germany’s backwardness was as contemptuous as that of 
Marx. But, although they had some things in common, there was no ‘real inti- 
macy’ between these two, as Bakunin was the first to admit: ‘Our temperaments 
did not allow it. He called me a sentimental idealist, and he was right. I called 
him morose, vain and treacherous, and I too was right.’43 

The truth is that in 1844 Bakunin was more jealous of Marx than Marx of 
him, and with good reason. Marx’s articles in the Rheinische Zeitung and the 
German-French Yearbooks had by now won him not only a name but friends and 
a group of devoted followers, including some who were wealthy enough to send 
him money to ease his exile. By contrast, Bakunin in all his years abroad had 
published nothing other than The Reaction in Germany and a letter printed in 
the German-French Yearbooks. In that letter, addressed to Ruge in 1843, he had 
asserted that revolution required ‘the force of the whole people’. But Bakunin 
had no contact with the ‘people’. Whereas Marx was introduced by Dr Ewer- 
beck to the inner councils of the Paris League of the Just and occasionally took 
time off to attend the meetings of Weitling’s tailors, cobblers, and carpenters, 
Bakunin was too much of an aristocrat and a Romantic to believe that these 
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simple manual workers and apprentices were the ideal material for a liberating 
revolution. 

Like Marx, Bakunin spared no effort to convert Proudhon to his version of 
the revolutionary potential in Hegel’s philosophy. He was still at it two years 
after Marx had left Paris, and the intensity of his protracted night-long argu- 
ments with the Frenchman may be gauged from the fact that Professor Karl 
Vogt, after listening one evening to their endless talk about Hegel’s Phenomenol- 
ogy, became so bored that he went home to bed. When he returned next mor- 
ning he found them ‘sitting in the same places before the burnt-out embers in 
the fireplace, summing up the argument they had started the evening before.’++ 

By the time this episode occurred, Bakunin was once again living with Rei- 
chel at the pianist’s modest apartment in the rue de Bourgogne. Proudhon often 
went there to listen to Reichel’s Beethoven, but, as Herzen put it, ‘the philoso- 
phical discussions lasted longer than the symphonies.’ Although Bakunin 
treated Proudhon without Marx’s condescension, he was no more successful in 
making a Hegelian out of him. Rather, the mild-mannered but feisty Proud- 
hon’s fierce stand against all institutions and any authority, coupled with his 
insistence that society as constituted was condemned to death, could not but 
have a fruitful effect on the Russian’s own ‘passion for destruction’. In the end 
it was Proudhon who would convert Bakunin and finally set him on the road to 
anarchism. 

At the height of his later conflict with Marx, Bakunin was to publish a spite- 
ful profile of him, but to pay him the tribute of writing ‘Marx as a thinker is on 
the right path. He has established the principle that juridical evolution in his- 
tory is not the cause but the effect of economic development, and this is a great 
and fruitful concept.’ But, he added, 


Proudhon understood and felt liberty much better than he. Proud- 
hon, when not obsessed with metaphysical doctrine, was a revolutio- 
nary by instinct... Quite possibly Marx could construct a still more 
rational system of liberty, but he lacked the instinct of liberty — he 
remains from head to foot an authoritarian* 


and he was ultimately to challenge Marx’s whole doctrine by declaring that a 
state ruled by the proletariat would be as evil as any other state. Whereas 
Bakunin, three years before his death, was again to give Marx the credit of having 
proved ‘that economic conditions always precede (and fashion) the political 
and legal situation,’4° Marx was less generous in his appreciation of Bakunin. 
From the beginning he regarded him as a muddle-headed ‘Cossack’. Marx’s cor- 
respondence with Engels does contain a favourable, if qualified reference to 
Bakunin — ‘I liked him very much, better than last time’ — but how little he 
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changed his original appraisal may be judged from the name-calling he and 
Engels applied to the Russian over the years: ‘Monster. Perfect blockhead. Stu- 
pid. Aspiring dictator of Europe’s workers. Insolent. Flatterer. Ambitious, vain 
impotence. Quack. Charlatan. Ignoramus. Miserable liar. Prussian spy. Austrian 
government agent. #7 

That Bakunin was to see in Marx ‘an authoritarian’, while Marx was to call 
him a would-be ‘dictator’, is not surprising. From the beginning of their 
acquaintance in Paris, each of them sensed the lust for power in the other. In 
1844 Marx was a young man engaged in that process of ‘self-clarification’ 
which, originally announced in his programme for the German-French Year- 
books, was meant to help him decipher the direction of history and the 
hidden aim ‘of the struggles and wishes of the age’. This, he had declared to 
Ruge at the time with a world-embracing ambition, ‘is a task for the world 
and for us.” Bakunin’s ambition and lust for power were no less than Marx’s. 
Two months on the Paris boulevards, he once remarked, ‘was enough to turn 
a liberal into a Socialist,’ but he was beginning to doubt whether all the 
French and German Socialist talk and theorizing would ever lead to anything. 
He sat in on the discussions at Vorwärts! but nothing of his appeared either 
in that newspaper or in those of the French opposition, like Girardin’s La 
Presse or the republican-democratic La Réforme, though he met the editors of 
both. 

Bakunin thirsted for action. The last days of civilization, he was to recall, 
seemed near when he arrived in Paris, but it was to take him a little longer to 
find an outlet for his revolutionary energy. He and Marx, each realizing the 
other’s potential, respected, feared and mistrusted each other, quite apart from 
the unruly Russian’s dislike of German discipline and Marx’s well-known Rus- 
sophobia. Outwardly, however, their relations in Paris were friendly, and Jenny 
Marx confirmed in her Reminiscences that Bakunin — together with ‘Heine, Her- 
wegh, Maurer, Tolstoy, Annenkov, Bernays and tutti quanti’ belonged to the 
Marxes’ social circle during the second half of 1844 and until the end of their 
stay in Paris. 


Although Paris was a great social observatory and ‘capital of revolution’, it was 
not all deadly seriousness. Mecca of freedom, the Paris where Marx argued into 
the small hours with Bakunin, Proudhon and the editors of Vorwärts! was not 
only the Paris of class frictions, of great luxury and vice clashing with poverty, 
of secret societies and Communist agitators. It was the constantly exciting 
centre of art and artists, the Paris of Victor Hugo, Balzac and George Sand, of 
Delacroix and Daumier, of Meyerbeer, Liszt and Chopin, of great hostesses, 
romances, literary feuds and petty intrigues. 
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In 1843, George Sand, having earlier accused Victor Hugo of not being 
‘sufficiently interested in humanity... it is because his heart lacks fire that his 
Muse lacks taste,’ was calling him ‘a man of genius who has been lost by praise 
and is going straight to the lunatic asylum.’ Hugo, already elected to the Aca- 
demy, was in fact heading straight for a peerage. At that, in his Journal d’un 
révolutionnaire de 1831, he had early forecast the crumbling of Europe’s monar- 
chies and expressed his confidence that within a century they would all be 
replaced by republics. By the 1840s, he was actually beginning to write that 
powerful masterwork of compassion for suffering humanity, Les Misérables, and 
he apparently had enough fire, spark and genius left in him to become the most 
eloquent spokesman for liberty against the ambitions of Louis Napoleon. 

Marx admired Victor Hugo’s works. He read them, as he did those of 
Balzac and George Sand, with gusto, and later would quote from them all in 
various contexts. There was good reason for his interest, for the novels of 
Balzac, George Sand and, for that matter, those of Eugéne Sue, were paradox- 
ically to prove more effective in undermining the social order and sowing mis- 
trust in the July Monarchy than the multitude of contemporary Socialist- 
Communist tracts and pamphlets offering various solutions to the growing 
social problem. In exposing the passions, vices, manners and morals of the 
bourgeoisie, Balzac, like most of his fellow-writers, was seeking less to help 
the downtrodden proletariat than to present French society, in all its aspects, 
virtues and deficiencies, in a comprehensive picture for the general improve- 
ment of mankind. 

Eugène Sue’s scandalous novel Les Mystères de Paris was serialized in daily 
instalments in the Journal des Débats before it was published in 10 volumes and 
became a world success. Sue was a former navy surgeon, and no Socialist. He 
had started his writing career with a sea-romance, Kernock le pirate. In his Mys- 
teres de Paris he was primarily concerned to produce a sensational roman-feuil- 
leton; yet the novel, with its scenes of glaring corruption, struck Marx as such ‘a 
slap in the face of bourgeois prejudices’, that he was prepared to exploit it ina 
lengthy analysis. 

Everything, including fictional reality or the kernel of reality reflected in fic- 
tion, was grist to his mill. At the same time he was having a taste of /a vie 
mondaine in the brilliant social circle of the comtesse Marie d’Agoult. This 
noblewoman, who had defied all the conventions of her class in 1835 by eloping 
with Franz Liszt when he was still a lowly ‘piano huszar’ — and then had borne 
him three children, one of whom (Cosima) was to marry Richard Wagner — had 
money, elegance, rank as well as an independent mind that keenly absorbed new 
trends and ideas in politics as in fashion. She also had literary ambitions, and 
after various efforts was to write what some modern scholars consider ‘one of 
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the best contemporary histories’ of the 1848 revolution; others have ranked her 
with George Sand as one of the great rgth-century emancipators.*9 

Her sumptuous Renaissance-style drawing-room in the rue Neuve des Mat- 
hurins was thronged with French literary and artistic celebrities and foreign 
diplomats, but was also open to such political exiles as Adam Mickiewicz, the 
national poet of oppressed Poland, and Georg Herwegh. It was most likely 
Herwegh who, after succeeding Liszt as the countess’s lover in the spring of 
1844, first took his friend Marx along to one of her soirées. Herwegh’s free- 
booting Russian friend, Bakunin, was also delighted to come along on occasion, 
if only to refresh ‘the habit of French politesse and French mendacity’ in the 
d’Agoult salon. It is not known whom the two met there, but among the count- 
ess’s habitués were the poets Lamartine, Alfred de Vigny and Alfred de Musset; 
Sainte-Beuve, the literary critic; Emile de Girardin, the ‘Bonaparte of the 
press’; the architect Felix-Louis-Jacques Duban, in charge of the restoration of 
the Louvre, who had designed the countess’s drawing-room; Louis de Ron- 
chaud, the Conservateur des Musées, who lived in the Louvre; the painter 
Henri Lehmann, and the more famous Ingres; the novelist Sue; the playwright 
Ponsard; the composer Meyerbeer; Edward Bulwer-Lytton, during his service 
at the British Embassy and whenever he passed through Paris later; and various 
other diplomats and distinguished foreigners. 

At that time Mme d’Agoult was one of the most talked-about people in 
Paris, because she and George Sand — who once travelled as a group with Liszt 
and Chopin, socialized and enjoyed themselves together — had fallen out and 
were engaged in a literary guerrilla war. This had begun with George Sand’s 
denigrating the countess in Horace and then inspiring Balzac’s unfriendly novel 
on the d’Agoult-Liszt affair (Béatrix, ou les amours forcés). The countess pre- 
pared a novel of her own on the George Sand-Chopin affair. The mutual 
‘slaughter of pianists’ was in full swing, and contrary to the suggestion in some 
accounts that Marx is likely to have met Chopin at Mme d’Agoult’s, this was 
hardly the case. But with Jenny away in Germany for the better part of the 
summer and Heine too out of town, Marx enjoyed mingling in the d’Agoult 
salon with some of the beau monde of Paris in a luxurious setting of crystal 
chandeliers, Persian carpets, satin-upholstered settees, little tables en laque de 
Chine, and exquisite porcelain — at the very time when he was becoming the 
theoretician of Communism. 

Marx also attended several of Grigory Tolstoy’s receptions at his splendid 
hétel de ville in the rue Mathurins where the Russian count entertained a cos- 
mopolitan crowd of diplomats. Marx’s friendship with the count is evident 
from the fact that, when Engels arrived for a short visit to Paris, Tolstoy was 
one of the first and few people to whom Marx took him. A frequent visitor 
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there was, of course, Bakunin, who wrote that the ambience at his Russian 
friend’s house warmed his ‘petrified soul’. But because of Ruge’s allegation that 
Marx spent much of the summer of 1844 in ‘youthful adventures’ with the 
playboy and sybarite Herwegh, his presence in Mme d’Agoult’s salon has 
attracted more attention. 

With its boulevard cafés, its bohemians and demi-mondaines, Paris was an 
intoxicating city, with temptation at every corner. Heine’s Mathilde was a 
former shop-girl, and before her he had often had grisettes staying with him. 
Moses Hess, on his return to Paris a couple of years later, went hunting for 
them, or so Engels was to claim. Engels himself, though, was to write Marx that 
‘if there were no Frenchwomen, life would not be worth living. But so long as 
there are grisettes, well and good.’5° 

Engels came to Paris on 28 August 1844 for a short visit. He was on his way 
home to Germany from England, but the week and a half during which he 
stopped in Paris would be described a century later as ‘one of the most decisive 
ten days in history’.5' He later wrote that he and Marx took to each other 
immediately: ‘We found ourselves in complete agreement on all questions of 
theory and our collaboration began there and then.’ The tall, blond and ‘Teu- 
ton-looking’ Engels and the swarthy Marx proved to be ideal partners in more 
than one way. Engels was a cheerful, outgoing young man, brash and practical- 
minded. Marx was reticent and serious. Engels was quick-witted and combined 
an easy-going approach to life with a good business sense and a grasp of philo- 
sophical questions with a talent for simplifying complicated ideas. He loved 
riding, swimming, wine and women. He enjoyed life and was in many aspects 
the obverse and foil of the brooding abstract thinker Marx. 

In one of his first letters to Marx after his arrival home in Barmen (informing 
him with glee that in his book on the condition of the English workers he was 
going to ‘charge the English middle classes at the bar of world opinion with 
mass murder, wholesale robbery and all the crimes in the calendar’), Engels 
wrote that he was glad to take time off from dealing with abstract philosophical 
problems and to be ‘actively concerned with real live issues’.5? In short, he lived 
in the real world. Marx, as Herwegh said of him, ‘knew the world more in theory 
than in practice’. By henceforth bringing the ‘live issues’ preoccupying men in 
the real world into Marx’s secluded world of books, Engels was to become 
Marx’s chief link with the life beyond his study, besides supplying him with the 
economic facts and empirical foundation he badly needed for his theories. 

They shared an interest in historical developments, a love of literature and a 
bent for sharp, polemical thrusts. The legend of Engels’s linguistic faculties, 
partly fostered by himself — he once boasted that he learned Persian in three 
weeks and found it ‘mere child’s play’ — was not entirely a myth. For he did in 
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time learn to read and write more than 20 languages, including Old Nordic as 
well as Arabic. Engels was not entirely coo] and unemotional, as he has some- 
times been depicted. When excited he stammered, with the result that he was 
said by some to stammer ‘in twenty languages’. 

Just as in Bremen he had made the best of his stint as a junior clerk in an 
export firm, Engels in his middle age organized his days as a prosperous indus- 
trialist so well that he found time not only for business, politics and writing, but 
also for studying biology, chemistry, botany and physics. On the basis of the 
year he had spent in the Berlin Guards Foot Artillery and copious reading, he 
also became — in his own eyes and those of some others — a military expert, 
eventually to be nicknamed in Marx’s circle as ‘the General’. 

From Marx’s viewpoint, Engels’s 1844 Paris visit proved a blessing. It was as 
if he had been sent by the goddess Fortuna herself. How and where else would 
Marx, ‘Fortune’s child’, have found a clever, educated and worldly-wise young 
man who, besides seeing eye to eye with him on all theoretical issues, was ready 
not only to serve as his disciple, friend, companion, amanuensis and collabora- 
tor for life, but from the very beginning, without a second thought, saw it as his 
natural duty to look after his financial needs? Starting with the modest sum of 
50 Thaler which Engels collected for him at a time when he was still far from 
being the independent gentleman of means he was eventually to become, Eng- 
els soon offered Marx his fee for his Condition of the Working Class in England, so 
that ‘the curs shan’t have the satisfaction of seeing their infamy cause you pecu- 
niary embarrassment. ’”53 

In the aftermath, when he became a capitalist gentleman in Manchester, and 
later in London, he was to supply Marx and his family with all their material 
needs until Marx’s death 39 years after their Paris meeting. 

Just as remarkable, if not more so, is the otherwise assertive Engels’s uncon- 
ditional acceptance of Marx’s intellectual superiority, an attitude which enabled 
him to work in close harmony with him for nearly 40 years, never once ques- 
tioning his leadership, or ever, as far as is known, expressing any criticism or 
dissent such as may be common even among friends. 

Engels was aware of Marx’s domineering personality even before they met. 
Both Edmund Wilson and Kiinzli have cited his hatred of his pietist father — 
whom he variously described to Marx as a ‘fanatical old despot’ and a ‘filthy 
Schweinehun? — as responsible for his apparent predisposition to ‘live in the 
shadow’ of a stronger personality, and to see in Marx something of ‘the parental 
authority [he] had rejected in his father.’5+ 

Be that as it may, Engels went through his early lean years as a journalist and 
Communist agitator in Brussels and Paris with the same unflappable buoyancy 
and suppleness he was later to show during his Jekyll-and-Hyde existence as 
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a partner in his fatha <= x-7’s Ermen & Engels mills in Manchester — commuting 
between the respecta tole house he maintained in town and the cozy one in 
Salford where he liw<=< with his Irash mistress Mary Burns. He frequented the 
Cotton Exchange ara <3 rode to hounds with the gentry, nonchalantly squaring 
his conscience and ha äs ‘horrible fate as a ‘money-grubbing’ manufacturer liv- 
ing off the sweat of t Hex © workers, by providing Marx with funds and tirelessly 
assisting him to adva ra c e the cause of the ‘downtrodden’ proletariat. 

The historic rela t<> nN aship was largely based on that devotion, bordering on 
self-effacement, whi Ew was to make Engels declare 5 years after Marx’s death: 


What Marx aC Fe i &ved, I could not have achieved. Marx stood higher, 
saw further ara cÀ Surveyed more ground more quickly than we others. 
Marx was a gera i LAS, the rest of us were talented at best. Without him 
the theory WO a <i not, by a long way, be what it is today. It therefore 
rightly bears hi Fxame.55 


There were two sides CO Engels. Hie had a flair for the dramatic, and his quick 
pen and lively style xexnazide him an effective propagandist; but in his ardour he 
sometimes presente <i Fris over-confident hopes as facts. Twenty-one months 
spent in England hac strengthened his imported idea that Britain was rife for 
revolution to the poira t of declaring — in an article written before he came to 
Paris — that if only tha <= = anti—unionast Daniel O’Connell would show more good 
judgment and resolv æ he could easily make himself master of Ireland. Falling 
into sheer bombast, ka «= went on: © What men! Genuine proletarians and Irish- 
men to boot, wild, faa waatical, unbridled. Give me 2,000 Irishmen and I will 
topple the whole Br-a t ish Monarchy.’ Years later, referring to his unfulfilled 
prophecies, he was t> say with some justice: ‘The wonder is not that a good 
many of them prove ey ~w rong, but that so many of them have proved right.’ 

Other than meeti ra g Bakunin, Tolstoy, Ewerbeck and Bernays, Engels spent 
most of his 1844 Pay äs, wisit in intensive discussions with Marx. Their talks have 
not been recordeg buac a 20th-cenrury biographer has written: 


With all the Gra e Favsiasm of young messiahs they proposed to over- 


M ie Xi - political and social order. Capitalism was to be 
replaced p, Sting : as 

: y kind off socialism. Established religions and 
philosophie a me’ 
ideology. T Wwere 
ishing suc cq 1 sess of their plans was matched only by the aston- 


eventually achieved.57 


tO be swe pt aside in favour of a new materialist 


t they 
Stripped of hyp, Ses rth’ l 
the moment wh X Q pis is wha t may have swum before their minds. But for 
mentor, Dr Bry È Nae => proposed was that they settle accounts with their old 
RINS R a The Yo ung Hegelians had by now been reduced to 


au 
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political insignificance but published a little-read literary review upholding 
Bauer’s theory of ‘critical criticism’. Engels thought it would be fun to have a 
last stab at Bauer and wrote some 20 pages — his contribution to their planned 
pamphlet, which was to be titled The Holy Family (Bruno Bauer and his two 
brothers) — before he left Paris in September. He had no idea that Marx, irked 
by Bauer’s elevating himself to the position of a super~critic looking down on 
‘the sufferings and joys of society’ and laughing ‘like the Olympian gods over 
the perversity of the world’, would spend the coming months writing 300 pages 
for what had been intended as a spoof. 

Marx had evidently discussed his unfinished Manuscripts with Engels, for the 
latter had not been back in Germany long before he urged his new friend to use 
his accumulated notes for a book on economics. ‘Forge the iron while it is hot,” 
he kept admonishing Marx, stressing that there was a demand for such a book. 
‘Do as I do,’ he advised, ‘get yourself a date by which you definitely want to be 
finished... Down to work, then, and quickly into print’58 Engels was yet to learn 
that dates and deadlines meant nothing to Marx. 

Engels had hardly left Paris when, on 12 September, King Friedrich Wil- 
helm IV in Berlin ordered that the publisher of Vorwarts/, Bornstein, as well as 
Heine, Marx and Ruge, should be arrested the moment they tried to cross the 
border into Prussia. Already at the end of July, the Prussian ambassador to Paris 
had made representations to the French government requesting the suppres- 
sion of Vormärts!. This followed an attempt on the life of Friedrich Wilhelm on 
26 July. On that day, Heinrich Ludwig Tschech, a frustrated former burgomas- 
ter dismissed from his post at Storkow, had fired two shots at the King. He 
missed both times, but while the controlled Prussian press was at pains to stress 
the personal, non-political motive of the attempt, Vorwarts! took the opportu- 
nity to point out that the hitherto sacrosant person of the Prussian King was no 
longer inviolate, and that as an absolute ruler who had failed to learn the lessons 
of Charles I and Louis XVI, he was now free game. 

Friedrich Wilhelm and his ministers felt that they had had enough. They had 
tolerated Heine’s ridiculing the King in his poem ‘The New Alexander’, pub- 
lished in Vorwarts!; and now this ‘garbage’ of a German newspaper in Paris was 
justifying regicide as the only means left against German absolutism. At the 
beginning of August, it followed up with Marx’s article against Ruge, in which 
he openly declared that Socialism could not come about ‘without revolution... 
overthrow and dissolution’. Upon a further protest by the Prussian Ambassador 
von Arnim, France’s chief minister, Guizot, promised to have Bernays, the co- 

editor of Vormarts!, prosecuted. He was eventually to be sentenced to two 
months in the Sainte-Pélagie prison and made to pay a fine of 641 francs, inc- 
luding costs, on the charge that the paper had failed to pay its licence fee. 
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But as for prosecuting Vorwärts! for opinions expressed in its articles, this, 
Guizot pointed out, was a charge which had to go before a jury. Ambassador 
von Arnim, rightly fearing that the defendants, as often in jury trials, would use 
the stage for long political speeches and turn the tables upon his country, 
politely hinted that Prussia regarded this as an unsatisfactory solution. 

An impasse of several months followed while Prussia, other than saving face 
by the ineffective order of 12 September for the arrest of Bérnstein and the 
others, sought alternate means of silencing Vorwärts! and its writers. 

From Trier, Jenny Marx informed her husband not only that their little Jen- 
nychen had so well recovered that he would hardly recognize her when they 
returned, but also that the ex-burgomaster Tschech had been reduced to beg- 
ging and starvation in Berlin before he tried to shoot the King. Referring to his 
deed as a ‘socially motivated assassination attempt’, she added a phrase which 
might have come from Marx’s own mouth: ‘This is yet another proof that 
Germany is not ready for a political revolution, but for a social one all the more 
so.”59 

Also preparing to return to Paris was Heine. On 21 September, g days after 
the Prussian order for his arrest at the border, Heine — who had actually been in 
Hamburg since the last week of July, having arrived there together with 
Mathilde by boat from Le Havre in order to avoid Prussian soil — wrote to Marx 
that he had received a ‘hint from higher up’ to leave, and planned to be back in 
Paris within a fortnight or so. 

His business in Hamburg was the difficulties Campe was making over pub- 
lishing Germany, A Winter’s Tale. He travelled with Mathilde (who would not 
go without her parrot) out of a natural wish to introduce her to his mother and 
those of his family who ~ with the exception of his Uncle Salomon and a few 
others — had never met her. Uncle Salomon was now 77 and not in the best of 
health. His fortune, estimated at 41 million francs, made him one of the richest 
men (if not the richest) in Europe. On a visit to Paris a couple of years back 
Salomon had complimented his nephew on his ‘well-behaved wife’, and on his 
return home had thoughtfully sent her a Christmas present. But if Heine hoped 
that Mathilde’s presence by his side would improve his chances of Salomon’s 
remembering him with a tidy sum in his will, he was to be disappointed. 

Heine’s family gave Mathilde a friendly reception and feted her in style. But 
Mathilde soon felt out of sorts in the opulent environment of the old nabob, 
whose idea of the good life was to dine with his family and various rich, self-sat- 
isfied guests — on crab soup with raisins, smoked ox meat, pheasants, hares and 
English pudding washed down with champagne and choice wines — and then 
repair to the theatre. The fact that she hardly spoke a word of German did not 
help. Salomon’s two sons-in-law admired her well-developed figure and found 
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her charmingly naive and vivacious, but the women thought her loud and tem- 
peramental, and there was no rapport between the two parties. On 9 August, 
after only a fortnight or so in Hamburg, Mathilde chose to return to Paris by 
herself, on the pretext that her mother had been taken ill. 

To make matters worse, Heine soon got into one of his usual arguments with 
Uncle Salomon. The failing and irritable banker was annoyed by the way his 
nephew kept insulting royal personages and exposing their vices; and asked 
who he thought he was to have written the insolent ‘Hymn’ to King Ludwig of 
Bavaria. Heine replied that the King of Bavaria ‘writes verse, and he spoils my 
trade.’ At one point — as Heine later reported to his sister — their uncle ‘got so 
agitated that he even hit me with his stick.’ A couple of days later, however, 
Salomon was apologizing to his nephew and by 11 August Heine was dining 
with his uncle at Ottensen. 

With Mathilde gone, Heine was free for his negotiations with Campe. The 
two always got on better face to face in Campe’s office behind his bookshop or in 
the literary cafés they frequented in the evening. Heine’s eyes were deteriorat- 
ing — ‘I am % blind... the left eye is completely shut, the other is blurred,’ he 
wrote to Detmold in mid-September® — but in between attending a theatre and 
an opera performance and another dinner at Ottensen castle, he spent most of 
his time supervising the publication of the fifth edition of his Book of Songs, the 
‘Buch der Lieder’ which had made him famous when he was young. 

While this appeared at the beginning of September, Heine went on correct- 
ing the proofs of his volume of New Poems. He had won his battle with Campe: 
Germany, A Winter’s Tale, of which he sent Marx the advance proofs on 21 
September, was to be included — together with his Tannhäuser, his topical Zeit- 
gedichte and a number of ballads — in New Poems, making a volume of over 20 
sheets and thus exempting it from pre-censorship, just as he had wanted. To be 
on the safe side, Campe issued it under a Paris imprint, Dubochet et Cie, on 25 
September. At the same time, in his letter to Marx, Heine asked him to print 
the section containing Germany, A Winter’s Tale in Vormarts! and to enlist 
Moses Hess and other of their friends to drum up favourable reviews of it. He 
knew what he was doing, for the onslaught he expected was not long in coming. 

In the first week of October, Campe brought out the inflammatory poem in a 
separate edition in Hamburg, which contained Heine’s famous Preface. At the 
same time the Paris edition of New Poems was being confiscated in Prussia, 
which also requested all the states of the German Bund to prohibit it. In mid- 
October Campe published a second printing of Germany, A Winter’s Tale in 
Hamburg, but on the 17th New Poems was prohibited in Hessen. On the 18th, 
the same prohibition was announced in Hessen-Nassau; on the zoth in Bruns- 
wick; on the 21st in Lübeck; on the 23rd in Frankfurt. Both Nem Poems and the 
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separate Germany, A Winter’s Tale had also been prohibited in Denmark. But 
starting on 23 October and throughout November, Vormarts! kept serializing 
Germany, A Winter’s Tale even as more prohibition orders were issued in 
Mecklenburg, Württemberg and Bavaria. 

Heine left Hamburg on g October. It had been a productive but also hectic 
and enervating summer. His eyes had improved somewhat, but his headaches 
had returned. His Silesian Weavers was being distributed as a clandestine leaflet 
in Prussia as he set out for Paris via Amsterdam, The Hague and Brussels. He 
was tired, as he had written to Marx on 21 September in a scribble he could 
hardly read himself, of being spied upon: ‘my legs are not made for wearing 
iron manacles such as those to which Weitling was chained.’ 

Heine did not mention his running into Weitling in Campe’s bookshop, but 
he may have told Marx after his return to Paris what he was later to write about 
the ex-tailor in his Confessions: namely, that Weitling was a talented man but a 
dangerous rabble-rouser. Heine never hid from Marx his opinion that once the 
proletarian ‘rats’ and ‘cohorts of destruction’ were unleashed, they would bring 
down the ‘entire social edifice’ in their levelling zeal. Nor did he hesitate to tell 
Marx, this time in his letter of September 1844, that Vorwärts! had lately 
exceeded the most extreme radical bounds. He had a feeling that the paper’s 
days were numbered. 

As it happened, shortly after Heine returned to Paris in mid-October, Marx 
received a letter from Weitling. Expelled from Hamburg, the martyred leader of 
the League of the Just had transferred his activities to London, where some of 
his former Paris associates had established a secret branch of the League. He 
offered Marx his friendship and invited him to write to him. Ironically, Marx 
was presently to confine Weitling to that oblivion which was to make Heine 
refer to him in the Confessions as the ‘forgotten’ author of ‘the first catechism of 
the German Communists’. 

Jenny Marx had returned to Paris with the recovered Jennychen in Septem- 
ber. Shortly afterwards, as she had foreseen, she became pregnant with her 
second child. Jenny had brought with her the ‘healthy young wet-nurse’, 
Gretchen, who had helped to nurse Jennychen back to health in Trier. Jenny- 
chen, however, remained a sickly infant, and her parents often feared she might 
not survive. 

This led to the memorable occasion when Heine, dropping in on them one 
day in the autumn, found the baby having a fit of violent convulsions. Karl and 
Jenny Marx and the wet-nurse, fearing for her life, stood about half-paralyzed, 
at a loss what to do. Heine took one look at the situation and said: “The baby 
must have a hot bath.’ He prepared the bath himself, placed the baby im it, and 
as Marx would often say, saved Jennychen’s life. Marx said it so often in the 
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hearing of his children that after his death his youngest, Eleanor, communi- 
cated the episode to the Socialist leader Kautsky, who published it in 1805.63 

Marx spent most of the autumn of 1844 writing his part of The Holy Family. 
What infuriated Marx about Bauer and his monthly, Allgemeine Literatur- 
Zeitung, was its elitist view that Hegel’s ‘World Spirit’? moved the process of 
history, and that the proletarian masses were merely one element of society. In 
Bauer’s view the self-interest or ‘enthusiasm’ of these masses sometimes even 
hampered the progress of history, of which the philosophers with their ‘pure 
thought’ were the true wardens. 

In The Holy Family Marx retorted that the toiling workers could not rid 
themselves of their industrial masters by ‘reasoning them away through pure 
thought’. Summarizing some of the ideas he had put on paper in the Manu- 
scripts, he stated again that not history, but man, had to change the industrial 
conditions which degraded him — ‘History is nothing but the activity of man 
pursuing his aims.’ Stressing the relation between ‘the mode of production’ of 
any given period and mankind’s historical progress, he declared that ‘together 
with the thoroughness of the historical action, the size of the mass whose action 
it is will increase. %4 

But these politico-economic statements were largely wasted because The 
Holy Family — in most of which he satirically reviewed reviews of books which 
had appeared in Bauer’s periodical — was hardly the kind of material that would 
appeal to any but a very limited public. Engels was surprised to learn that the 
contemplated brochure had grown into a book of almost 300 pages. He thought 
that ‘the sovereign derision that we accord to the Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung 
is in stark contrast to the considerable number of pages we devote to its criti- 
cism.”5 

Marx finished The Holy Family some time in November 1844. At the end of 
the month, after trying in vain to have it printed in Paris, he sent the manuscript 
to the Frankfurt publisher Zacharias Löwenthal, who accepted it with the real- 
ization that this book about another publication had no great chance of success 
unless he managed to drum up some accompanying sensation. 

In mid-December, a couple of months before it was to be published, Marx 
received his author’s fee of 1,000 francs. Shortly afterwards, the proddings of 
Engels, Georg Jung and a couple of other Communists in Germany that Marx 
should write a book on economics seemed to bear fruit when another radical 
publisher, Karl W. Leske of Darmstadt, offered him a contract for a two-vol- 
ume work, to be entitled A Critique of Politics and National Economy, and pro- 
posed coming to Paris early in the new year for the purpose of negotiating the 
contract and a suitable advance. 
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Though 1845 started off with good auguries for Marx, he soon received bad 
tidings. The Prussian King and his advisers had at last found a way of putting 
an end to Vormarts!. The sophisticated Alexander von Humboldt was sent to 
Paris as a special envoy of Friedrich Wilhelm IV to King Louis-Philippe. On 7 
January he presented the King with a lengthy letter and a special gift — a splen- 
did porcelain vase — from Friedrich Wilhelm. Two years earlier the latter, under 
pressure from the Tsar, had suppressed the Rheinische Zeitung. Now he invoked 
the solidarity of kings against a journal which encouraged regicide, calculating 
that Louis-Philippe, who had so often been a target of attempts on his life, 
could hardly turn a deaf ear to such an appeal. 

On 11 January the French Minister of the Interior ordered the expulsion of 
8 foreigners associated with Vorwérts/, including Marx, Heine, Ruge, Bornstein 
and Bernays. The order was to go into effect within 24 hours of its delivery, but 
after protests in the French press its execution was postponed. Heine, however, 
had been born in the Rhineland under French occupation; this gave him the 
right of residence in France and he was exempted from the order. Bornstein 
closed down Vorwärts! and used the reprieve to enter the service of the French 
police and to have his expulsion rescinded. Ruge protested his innocence and, 
being a Saxon citizen, not a Prussian, he was allowed to stay. 

Bernays was in jail, not to be released before the end of February. From 
Sainte-Pélagie he complained that his trial and imprisonment had consumed all 
his means, ‘and if friends do not help me, I must leave here as a beggar.’ This 
was indeed to be his lot before he eventually emigrated to the USA. 

Marx was given a hint that he could stay if he would stop writing against 
friendly powers. He refused, and he and Heinrich Biirgers, a young journalist 
who had worked on Vorwdrts!, were the only ones to go. As Jenny was to write in 
her Reminiscences: ‘Suddenly, at the beginning of 1845 [actually on 25 January], 
the police commissioner came to our house and showed us an expulsion order 
made out by Guizot at the request of the Prussian Government. “Karl Marx 
must leave Paris within 24 hours,” the order ran.’ Marx, however, was granted a 
week’s delay. This was lucky for him, for the Darmstadt publisher Leske was in 
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town. On 1 February 1845 he signed a contract with Marx for the two-volume 
Critique of Politics and National Economy and gave him an advance of 1,500 
francs. 

The same day, several hours after dashing off the note to Heine saying, ‘Of all 
the people I am leaving behind here... I would gladly include you in my lug- 
gage!’, Marx took the stage-coach to Belgium together with Leske and Bürgers. 
They arrived in Brussels on 3 February and spent the night in a hotel. The fol- 
lowing evening Marx went to visit Ferdinand Freiligrath, the poet who, during 
the 1842 furore created by Herwegh’s revolutionary verses, had attacked him in 
the name of ‘pure art’ by reminding him that ‘The poet stands on a loftier 
watch-tower/Than on the party battlements.’ 

In those days, when Herwegh eclipsed his own fame, Freiligrath had calmly 
accepted a royal Prussian pension. For this he had been attacked in Marx’s 
Rheinische Zeitung, and Marx himself had privately called him an enemy not 
only of Herwegh but of freedom. Since then, however, Freiligrath, drawing his 
own conclusions from the serial closure of Ruge’s Yearbooks and the Rheinische 
Zeitung, Herwegh’s expulsion and the general wave of repression in Prussia, 
had climbed down from his ‘lofty watch-tower’. After renouncing his royal 
state pension, publishing an uncensored book, and declaring in a Confession of 
Faith (‘Glaubenbekenntnis’) that he was joining the freedom fighters who were 
‘bravely trying to stem the reaction,’ he had, to escape arrest, fled with his wife 
to Brussels. 

Marx’s visit, by way of making amends to him, gained him a life-long friend 
in Freiligrath. Although too independent-minded to become a ‘toe-the-line’ 
Communist, Freiligrath, closely collaborating with Marx in 1848-49, was to 
become the poet of those revolutionary years, acclaimed for his articles and 
poems distributed as leaflets. 

At his apartment in February 1845 Marx met the radical journalist Karl 
Heinzen. These two and a couple of other German intellectuals, such as the 
young but rising poet and satirist Georg Weerth, helped him to overcome the 
not-too-friendly reception given him by the Brussels authorities. 

On 7 February, a couple of days after his arrival, Marx addressed a petition 
to King Leopold I ‘humbly’ requesting permission to take up residence in Bel- 
gium. Brussels had once offered asylum to Buonarroti, the hounded last hero of 
the French Revolution, and he had there written his famous book on The Con- 
spiracy of the Equals. Now it had only a small colony of political refugees and 
other émigrés from France, Poland and Germany. The Belgians tolerated them 
as long as they did not engage in political propaganda. Marx, however, had no 
sooner arrived than the Prussian Ambassador demanded his expulsion. There 
followed a 6-weeks-long flurry of Belgian inter-office correspondence — the sus- 
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picion being that Marx planned to start publishing Vorwärts! in Brussels, while 
the German police sought to make sure that he did not mean to return to 
Prussia. 

Marx was eventually permitted to stay, but not before he signed a pledge in 
the office of the Sûreté Publique, consenting ‘on my honour not to publish any 
work on the politics of the day.’ Later, when he began to feel harassed by Pruss- 
ian police spies and feared that at the slightest breach of his pledge the Belgians, 
like the French, would expel him without further ado, he wrote to the Mayor of 
Trier and asked for an ‘emigration permit’ to the USA. Whether he was serious 
or not, he received no answer, and became so furious that he wrote a second 
letter renouncing his Prussian citizenship. The two letters were passed on to the 
authorities in Berlin, who felt that it would be no loss to denaturalize and get rid 
of him. Before the end of his first year in Brussels, Marx thus ceased to be a 
Prussian citizen and became a man without a country. 

When he left Paris, Jenny had remained behind in order, as she was to recall 
in her Reminiscences, ‘to sell my furniture and some of my linen. I got ridicu- 
lously little for it, but I had to find money for our journey. The Herweghs gave 
me hospitality for two days. Ill and in bitter cold weather’, she and her 8- 
months-old child followed Marx to Brussels in mid-February. ‘There we put 
up at Bois Sauvage Hotel, and I met Heinzen and Freiligrath for the first time.’ 

The ‘Bois Sauvage Hotel’ was actually a tavern which Georg Weerth, who 
lived there for a time, described as cheap but run by ‘honest, somewhat stupid 
people’, who spared no effort to please their guests. The Marxes stayed there 
for only a month before moving temporarily into Freiligrath’s vicinity. Accord- 
ing to Jenny, ‘In May we moved [again] into a small house... in the Rue de PAL- 
liance, outside Porte du Louvain’, a slum quarter. She was pregnant again, and 
they had no money at all. 

In January, Engels had allowed himself to be persuaded by ‘the doleful 
expression’ on his parents’ faces ‘to give huckstering another trial’ and work for 
a while in the office of his father’s textile factory. But within a fortnight he was 
writing to Marx in Brussels: 


Another motive was the course my love affair was taking. But I was 
sick of it all even before I began work; huckstering is too beastly, 
Barmen is too beastly, the waste of time is too beastly and most 
beastly of all is the fact of being, not only a bourgeois, but actually a 
manufacturer, a bourgeois who actively takes sides against the prole- 


tariat.' 


He had not yet developed the cynicism and savoir-faire which in his maturity 
were to enable him to play a double role, and added in the same letter, ‘A few 
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days in my old man’s factory have sufficed to bring me face to face with this 
beastliness, which I had rather overlooked.’ Always a gay blade, the versatile 
Engels worked off his ‘simmering rage’ by putting the last jolly accords to a love 
affair with a girl to whom he had made certain promises before going to Man~ 
chester and by ‘recording daily the most horrifying tales about English society’ 
for the book he was writing. From the beginning, Engels stressed to Marx the 
impressive change he had found in the Wuppertal Valley on his return after less 
than two years’ absence: “The Wuppertal has made more progress than in the 
last 50 years, it has become more civilized; everyone is interested in politics and 
in resisting authority.’ Before the end of January, he had this to say about the 
growing interest in Communism: “The Wuppertal Communism is a reality [une 
vérité], indeed almost a force. You have no idea how favourable the soil is here. 
The most stupid, insolent, philistine people, hitherto without any interest in 
anything in the world, are beginning almost to rave about Communism.” 

Engels may be pardoned for giving Marx so optimistic a picture. Moses 
Hess, who had returned to Cologne in the spring of 1844, had shortly after- 
wards likewise remarked to Marx on the ‘spread of Socialism’ in the Rhineland. 
Writing in the wake of the stir made by the Silesian weavers’ strike, he had fore- 
cast, ‘before long the whole of educated Germany will become Socialist, radi- 
cally Socialist, I mean Communist.’3 

Hess, together with Georg Jung and a few other intellectuals, had since then 

founded a Communist Club in Cologne. Engels had no sooner returned to Ger- 
many than he visited Cologne and resumed contact with Hess. Among the 
club’s prominent members were three medical doctors — Andreas Gottschalk, 
Karl D’Ester and Robert Daniels — who were later to play a role in Communist 
history. The club’s other leaders included the poet H. Piittmann, Karl Grün, 
the editor of a Mannheim newspaper whose expulsion from Baden had given 
him national prominence, and the painter G.K. Köttgen. It was through Hess 
and his club that Engels, after Marx’s expulsion from Paris, launched the sub- 
scription in Cologne, Diisseldorf and Westphalia that collected 750 francs for 
him. At the beginning of 1845 Engels and Hess also frequently met at Bonn and 
in Barmen-Elberfeld. 

Near the end of February, Engels was reporting to Marx: ‘Here in Elberfeld 
wondrous things are afoot.’ He and Hess had started staging public debates on 
Communism before the manufacturers, judges, lawyers and notables dining out 
on Saturday nights at the largest inn in Engels’s home town, which was becom- 
ing a major centre of the cotton, silk and textile-dying industry. The first of the 
debates had taken place on 8 February. To disguise what may have been the first 
public Communist propaganda meeting in Germany, the evening opened with 
an artistic programme — complete with harp-playing girls, a poetry reading by 


942 


THE ‘Doctors’ TAKE UP THEIR POSITIONS 


Püttmann and excerpts from Shelley — after which Hess delivered a lecture on 
‘The Ills of the Industrial Age’. 

Dwelling on the abysmal gap between rich and poor threatening to ‘destroy 
our civilization’, he demanded the abolishment of the old system of competi- 
tion, which was ‘downright robbery’, and argued that only the peaceful adop- 
tion of Communism would forestall an eventual revolution dictated by misery. 
Engels, who spoke after him, tried to demonstrate to the factory owners present 
that abolishing social differences would abolish ‘not only crimes against prop- 
erty, and the need for police forces, but standing armies as well, since aggressive 
wars would cease’, while defensive wars would be won by people fighting for 
their hearths with a devotion before which ‘modern armies with their machine- 
like training would disperse like chaff before the wind.’ Engels wrote to Marx 
that the discussion which followed lasted until 1 a.m. and that, while this ‘first 
meeting was forty strong, the second drew 130 and the third at least 200’ people. 

The second and third meetings took place on 15 and 22 February. According 
to Hess’s biographer, some of the factory owners at first refused to be con- 
vinced by what they heard and responded with grunts, but the debates grew 
ever more lively. A lawyer from Cologne and the painter Köttgen joined Hess 
and Engels in expounding Communism, while the director of Elberfeld’s 
theatre was most eloquent in opposing it.* 

The curious Communist debates to an audience washing down their beef- 
steaks with wine came to an end when Hess and Engels ventured to announce 
that their next topic would be ‘Ways of Introducing Communism under Present 
Circumstances’. This was accepted after some discussion. Applause at the first 
debate had gone mostly to those who opposed or ridiculed Communism. But 
gradually it became equally divided, and the meetings had aroused great inter- 
est. The local manufacturers, aware by now that poverty breeds unrest, were 
ready to listen, having no idea how to go about reforms or what ‘Communism’ 
meant. But the fourth meeting never took place. A deputation of Elberfeld 
workers — who so far had not dared attend, but now wanted to sit in on the 
debate — found the inn patrolled by gendarmes brought in from Düsseldorf. 

Hess’s protest to the mayor was of no avail, but his and Engels’s speeches 
were to be printed in the Rheinische Jahrbücher, a quarterly dedicated on its 
masthead to social reform which was to be launched in September by Leske. 

At the beginning of March, Hess moved to Elberfeld and took a room at the 
City of London inn. He and Marx had for some time prepared to co-edit a 
monthly to be called Gesellschafisspiegel (‘Society Mirror’). A local ‘Communist 
bookseller’ undertook to publish it. When Engels wrote to Marx that even if the 
Communist debates would ultimately be banned ‘we have stirred things up so 
mightily that every publication representing our interest will be voraciously 
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read here,’> he had these two periodicals in mind. With a third, the Westfälische 
Dampfboot, edited by the Socialist Dr Liining in Bielefeld, sympathetic to their 
cause, both Hess and Engels felt that the year-long agitation conducted by Hess 
in the Rhineland and Westphalia, and intensified since Engels’s arrival, had led 
to Communism’s making ‘enormous strides’ in the area. 

To keep things in proportion, it needs to be noted that the first issue of the 
Gesellschaftsspiegel — the only one whose production Engels took a hand in before 
he left his home-town — sold 330 copies in Elberfeld, mostly to workers. Copies 
passed from hand to hand and it was also distributed at inns. Subsequent issues 
were also read by German workers in Paris and London as well. All things consi- 
dered, it may, at a guess, have reached an audience of one or two thousand at most. 

Nonetheless, just as Marx had found in the 100 or 200 Communist tailors, 
tanners, and carpenters meeting at the Barriére du Trone ~ ‘half a dozen jour- 
neymen’, as Ruge contemptuously dismissed them — confirmation for his view 
of the German proletariat as a rising ‘Cinderella’, so the altogether 12 issues 
that appeared of the Gesellschafisspiegel were seen by some contemporaries as 
constituting the chief Socialist organ in Germany. 

On 17 March, Engels wrote to Marx that he had finished his book, The Con- 
dition of the Working Class in England in 1844, and sent the manuscript to the 
publisher Wigand in Leipzig. Engels had by then received a copy of The Holy 
Family. Having contributed so little to this book, he was surprised to see its 
authors named as ‘Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx’, in that order, and feared 
that the very title would ‘lead to family upsets with my pious father.’ The sanc- 
timonious senior Engels could not bear the idea of his son’s conducting Com- 
munist debates with the likes of Hess, becoming a police suspect and disgracing 
him in the community. Engels junior faced such shocked ‘long faces’ and family 
interrogation about his activities that the atmosphere at home was ‘enough to 
drive one bananas’. Referring to ‘the sheer malice’ behind his father’s ‘wild 
Christian hunt’ for his soul, Engels poured out his heart to Marx: 


The old man’s wrath has been further exacerbated by my declared 
intention of giving up the huckstering trade... If I get a letter it’s 
sniffed all over before it reaches me... I go out — the same expression. 
If I sit in my room and work — Communism, of course, as they know 
— the same expression. I can’t eat, drink, sleep, let out a fart, without 
being confronted by this same accursed lamb-of-God expression... 


Were it not for my mother, who has a rare fund of humanity — only 
towards my father does she show no independence whatever — and 
whom I really love, it would not occur to me for a moment to make 
even the most paltry concession to my bigoted and despotic old man. 
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But as it is, my mother is making herself ill with her constant fret- 
ting, and every time she gets particularly upset about me, she is 
afflicted with headaches for a week. It’s more than I can bear, I must 
get away, and hardly know how I shall be able to stand the few 
remaining weeks here.° 


He finally left at the beginning of April. A passage in an earlier letter, saying that 
perhaps ‘the police wouldn’t like’ his propaganda ‘so that I could with good grace 
make off across the border’, suggests that he had been rather hoping to be forced 
to leave, probably also as a way of extricating himself from his local love affair. 

He went straight to Brussels and moved into a house adjoining the one in 
which Karl and Jenny Marx lived in the shabby rue d’Alliance. Not only Marx 
but Jenny too welcomed this new friend of his whom in time she was to come to 
resent for sharing her husband with her for the next 37 years, until her death. 

In September, Hess, having been made to feel unwelcome by the authorities 
in Elberfeld, arrived in Brussels with his mistress. He rented an apartment at 3 
rue d’Alliance. Marx lived at No. 5, Engels at No. 7. 

In the course of the three years Marx was to spend in Brussels, there formed 
around him a group of some 20 German Communists and other radicals who 
admired him. Some lived there more or less permanently and some — like the 
poets Freiligrath and Weerth — only for a couple of months, but would return 
on visits. The most notable of them was Weitling, who, since meeting Heine in 
Hamburg, had been given a hero’s welcome by the German workers in London. 
One of the most memorable figures to join Marx’s circle was Wilhelm Wolff, 
also known as Lupus or ‘Kasemattenwolff for having escaped from a Silesian 
fortress after 4 years’ incarceration for a violation of the press law, a man whose 
friendship with Jenny and Marx was, as she wrote, ‘dissolved only by his death 
in 1864’, when he left them his entire estate of £825. 

Others were Joseph Weydemeyer, a former Prussian artillery officer who had 
become a radical journalist in Westphalia and spent 4 months in Brussels as a 
guest of the Marxes; Sebastian Seiler, a German registrar who had helped Weit- 
ling in Switzerland and since arriving in Brussels ran a press agency; Jenny’s 
younger brother, Edgar von Westphalen, whom both she and Marx were very 
fond of, and who lived with them for a year or more until the end of 1847; and 
two typesetters, Karl Wallau and Stephan Born. 

Marx’s friends in Cologne, Georg Jung and Dr Roland Daniels, also came on 
visits. Except for the two typesetters, Marx’s circle consisted chiefly of German 
professionals or intellectuals. ‘Among them were three physicians, nine journal- 
ists and writers, including two poets. In 1845, their average age was twenty- 


eight.” 
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There was at this time complete harmony between Marx, Hess and Engels. 
Not only were they next-door neighbours, but with Marx now flanked by Eng- 
els, his new young lieutenant, and Hess — Germany’s first Communist and one 
of the first to have recognized in Marx the young man ‘who will give medieval 
religion and politics their coup de grace’ — this triumvirate was at the core of 
the circle that planned to revolutionize the world. 

Marx and Hess were chronically poor. Engels too, though born into a rich 
family, was momentarily out of pocket, his father having cut off his allowance — 
or so Georg Weerth wrote at the time. Marx’s financial affairs are so difficult to 
unravel that, contrary to Padover’s statement that when Jenny joined him in 
Brussels in mid-February 1845 ‘there was no money’, David McLellan has writ- 
ten that the Marxes at this time had ‘a comfortable source of income from the 
sale of the furniture and linen in Paris and the 1,500 francs advance that Marx 
had received [from Leske] for his forthcoming book,’ not to mention the 1,000 
francs he had earlier got for The Holy Family. or the nearly 1,000 francs Engels 
and Hess had collected for him about the very time of Jenny’s arrival.’ Indeed, 
adding up all the sums Marx had received since the previous summer, one can 
suggest that he should have been in funds for a couple of years. 

And yet, whether his difficulties began in February 1845 or only in May 
1846, when he wrote to Weydemeyer in Germany, ‘I am in a serious financial 
predicament. In order to make ends meet for the time being, I recently pawned 
the last gold and silver things and a large part of the linen’, until the eve of his 
expulsion from Brussels at the beginning of 1848, when his mother sent him 
about 6,000 francs as an advance on his inheritance, Marx constantly had to 
appeal to friends and supporters to bail him out of debt and chronic insolvency. 

The contract Marx had signed with Leske provided for the manuscript of 
the two-volume Critique of Politics and National Economy to be delivered in the 
summer of 1845. But Marx felt, after devouring more quantities of books on 
economics in the Brussels Municipal Library, that he still needed more research 
on the subject. Besides, he and Hess might be poor and Engels financially inse- 
cure, but their heads teemed with many new projects. One of them was sparked 
off by a book published in Germany by Max Stirner, a friend of Bruno Bauer 
from the days of the Doctors Club in Berlin. In Der Einzelne und Sein Eigentum 
(‘The Individual and His Property’), Stirner claimed that man had to free 
himself from the delusions and humbug inculcated in his mind over thousands 
of years by the tenets of Christianity, the principles of the French Revolution, 
the clamour of the bourgeoisie and now by the Communist preachers. Commu- 
nism, he wrote, rightly attacked the injustice of private property, ‘but the power 
which Communism wishes to vest in the collective is a more frightening pros- - 
pect than the pressure I suffer from individual property-owners.’ 
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Stirner’s general thesis was that only man’s ‘individuality’ could save him 
from the oppressive ‘religious, political, philosophical figments of the imagina- 
tion’. ‘Tas an ego,’ he wrote, ‘set myself against the chimeras with which man in 
our time besets himself... They must be scattered by the will and the penetra- 
tive clarity of the ego which knows I am alone in the world, dependent on 
myself alone and the creative powers that are within me.”? 

As early as January 1845, before leaving Barmen-Elberfeld, Engels had — in 
answer to a letter from Marx concerning Stirner’s book — written to him that 
Hess ‘read me an article, which he is shortly to publish, about [Stirner’s] book. 
In it he says the same as you, although he hasn’t read your letter.’!° 

Hess’s article, ‘The Last Philosophers’, was published a couple of months 
later by Leske in Darmstadt, by which time Marx was beginning to feel that 
attacking Bruno Bauer in The Holy Family had not been enough and that he 
must wage ‘a last battle’ to demolish Bauer, Stirner, Feuerbach and other specu- 
lative idealists. He and Engels planned to do so, with Hess’s participation, in 
a polemical work to be titled The German Ideology. This seemed to Marx more 
important than writing the book contracted by Leske; for, as he was later to 
explain to the baffled publisher, to ‘prepare the public for the point of view of 
my Economics’, he first had to dispose of ‘previous German intellectual 
thought’ which was diametrically opposed to his own. 

Another project conceived by Hess and Engels, and in which Marx was 
involved, was to produce a ‘library’ of German translations of the works of for- 
eign Socialists, such as Buonarroti, Fourier, Dézamy, and Robert Owen. And 
there were other distractions. In April, Jenny’s mother sent the Marxes a pre- 
cious ‘gift’ in the person of Lenchen (Helene) Demuth, the trusted maid who 
had served in the Westphalen household since before she was 12. In June, when 
Jenny left together with the 14-months old Jennychen to spend the last months 
of her second pregnancy with her mother in Trier, she took Lenchen along 
and then brought her back to Brussels. Lenchen, who was 21, turned out to be 
indispensable: her skill in running the house, raising the children and managing 
all things ultimately impressed even Marx to the point of declaring that she 
‘could have managed the universe’. She became, in fact, a member of the Marx 
family, firm and and stable as she went with them through all their domestic 
crises until Marx’s death, following which she was to look after Engels in his old 
age. 

In July, while Jenny was away, Engels took Marx on a visit to England, for 
which, according to Engels’s biographer, his father paid.'’ Indeed, the elder 
Engels is known to have later sent his rebellious son monthly remittances to 
Paris to keep him away from Barmen-Elberfeld and out of harm’s way. Marx 
and Engels spent several weeks in Manchester, where Engels was glad to see his 
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Irish girl friend Mary Burns again. He took Marx to Chetham’s Library, where 
they sat together in Engels’s favourite alcove where (in Engels’s words) the 
stained glass window ensured ‘that the weather is always fine,’ and Marx took 
the opportunity of studying and making excerpts from the works of William 
Cobbett, William Thompson and other English economists. 

They then spent some time in London. Engels introduced Marx to the Chart- 
ist leader George Julian Harney, who, as editor of the Socialist Northern Star, 
appointed Engels as its European correspondent. They also met the leaders of 
the German Workers’ Educational Society, a legally constituted Society which 
functioned at the Red Lion public house near Piccadilly. While justifying its 
name by running a well-organized programme of educational and artistic activ- 
ities, including ‘lectures on history, geography, astronomy or labour conditions 
(every Sunday); discussions with French members (every Monday); contempo- 
rary politics (every Tuesday); singing lessons, language and drawing classes, 
dance evenings and literary recitals (on the four remaining days in the week)’, it 
was actually a front organization for the London branch of Weitling’s League 
of the Just. From its leaders — Karl Schapper, Joseph Moll and Heinrich Bauer 
— Marx and Engels learned much about the structure and the overt and covert 
activities of both organizations. It is not known whether they also met Weitling 
himself while they were there, but they heard with interest that, since the 
enthusiastic reception the martyred ‘King of Tailors’ had been given on his 
arrival in London, ideological differences had arisen between him and the local 
leadership. 

At a meeting held in London in June 1845, shortly before the visit of Marx 
and Engels, he pressed for an early revolution. Everybody, he claimed, was 


ripe for Communism, even the criminals. Criminals are a product of 
the present order of society and under Communism they would cease 
‘to be criminals. Humanity is of necessity always ripe for revolution, 
or it never will be. The latter is said by our opponents. If we follow 
them we shall have no choice but to fold our hands on our knees and 
pray till roasted pigeons fly into our mouths.” 


To Weitling’s surprise, the leaders of the London branch, all former associates 
of his, disagreed with him. Schapper, himself a veteran revolutionary who had 
known Georg Biichner and Mazzini, said that ‘the truth could not be knocked 
into people’s heads with rifle butts’, and the majority voted with Schapper. Bit- 
ter experience and the moderating influence of British politics — and perhaps 
most of all the recruiting success of the Chartists — had taught Schapper and 
his friends that there could be no instant revolution by a conspiratorial minor- 
ity, but that the masses had to be educated for it. 
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In September, some time after their return to Brussels, Marx interrupted 
work on his Politics and National Economy. His mind was set on The German 
Ideology, and Leske would have to wait for his book until Marx and Engels had 
disposed of Stirner’s anti-social ‘ego’ theory and all ‘previous German intellec- 
tual thought’. On 26 September, shortly after returning from the visit to her 
mother, Jenny gave birth to their second daughter, Laura. And in London, that 
month, about 1,000 people attended a ‘Festival of Nations’ to celebrate ‘the 
establishment of the French Republic on 22 September 1792.’ The organizers 
were the international society of Fraternal Democrats, born a year earlier at a 
celebration in honour of Weitling. As befitted its name, the society’s slogan was 
‘All Men Are Brethren’. ‘Love’ and ‘brotherhood’ had indeed figured widely in 
Weitling’s early writings. 

London, of course, had a larger colony of foreign radicals from many lands 
than Brussels had. Half of the 250-strong German Workers’ Educational Soci- 
ety were in fact Poles, Russians, Italians, Swiss, Scandinavians, Belgians and 
French. The main speakers at the “Festival of Nations’ were Harney for the 
Left Chartists; Dr Berrier-Fontaine, a French Republican and disciple of the 
Communist Cabet; and Weitling for the German Workers’ Society and the 
League of the Just. Prison may or may not have upset Weitling’s ‘already pre- 
carious mental balance’, as has been claimed, but it was his speech that galva- 
nized the crowd and was constantly interrupted by applause. Attacking 
repacious ‘national rulers’ who broke the international solidarity of the working 
class by leading its members to war against each other, he asked rhetorically: 


Is it the interest of sheep to be led by wolves to fight against sheep 
likewise led by wolves? (Loud cheers). Is it possible that the people 
can be more murdered than we are by our cruel money-men, who rob 
us by their stock-jobbing, money dealing and speculating; by their 
currency and by their bankruptcy, by their monopolies, church and 
land rents, who by all those means rob us of the necessities of life, 
and cause the death of millions of our working brethren to whom 
they leave not even potatoes enough to live upon. (Great cheering)... 
Is it possible then that we could be more stolen from, and murdered 
in a time of political war, than we are now, in a so-called state of 


peace? 


He finished by extolling ‘the feeling of universal brotherhood... whose fire will 
soon melt away the ice-mountains of prejudice which have too long kept 
brethren asunder. (Long continued cheering).’"3 

The Marseillaise was sung and toasts proposed to Thomas Paine and ‘the fallen 
Democrats of all countries’. Although Marx and Engels had been invited, they 
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did not attend the Festival. But Engels, in a long report on it written shortly 
before New Year’s Eve 1846 for the Rheinische Jahrbücher (newly launched in 
Darmstadt), highlighted the significance of ‘the alliance of democrats of all nations 
living in London.” Noting that even Hungary and Turkey had been represented 
by one-man contingents, he stretched a point and — seeking to appeal to all groups 
who variously and interchangeably called themselves ‘Socialists’, ‘Communists’ 
or ‘Democrats’ — wrote, ‘Democracy nowadays is Communism... If the proleta- 
rian parties of the different nations unite they will be quite right to inscribe the 
word “Democracy” on their banners, since except for those who do not count, all 
European democrats in 1846 are more or less Communists at heart.’"4 

Engels was very good at this type of hyperbole and simplification, and pro- 
paganda was now one of his and Marx’s new objectives. The very confusion 
which permitted Engels to equate ‘Democracy’ with ‘Communism’ indicated a 
pressing need to define the latter. For this purpose Marx had begun to plan the 
establishment in Brussels of a Communist Correspondence Committee. Its chief 
aim, as he described it in a letter to Proudhon inviting him to join it from Paris, 
was to exchange information and air possible ‘differences of opinion’ by way of 
‘exchanging ideas and impartial criticism’ between the Socialist movements in 
Germany, France and England.'5 

There was, however, to be more than this to the Brussels Correspondence 
Committee. In the same letter to Proudhon, Marx revealed that he had made 
arrangements with the German Communists and Socialists for a regular corres- 
pondence, ‘which will be devoted to discussing scientific questions, and to 
keeping an eye on popular writings, and the Socialist propaganda that can be 
carried out in Germany.’!® This meant that he was out to screen, sift and super- 
vise the exposition of Communist theory all over Western Europe. 

‘Screening’ was to become the Marxist code-word for dismissing anyone 
whose works and opinions differed from those of Marx and Engels, just as ‘self- 
clarification’ was to become the heading under which they were eventually to 
sum up the purpose of their all-out attack on post-Hegelian philosophy in The 
German Ideology. By way of attaining ‘self-clarification’, they were to launch a 
new polemic against Bruno Bauer, but to devote most of the first volume of The 
German Ideology to heaping scorn, ridicule and every kind of invective and vitu- 
peration on Max Stirner and his Ego. In the second volume they planned to aim 
their fire at the ‘true Socialists’ — a collective pejorative they applied to those 
idealistic intellectuals who, ignoring both reality and historic conditions, philo- 
sophically proclaimed the absolute ‘truth’ of Communism and the ‘brotherhood 
of man’, instead of firing the proletariat to revolution. 

Marx and Engels had high hopes of publishing The German Ideology in a 
new quarterly to be financed by two Westphalian businessmen, Julius Meyer 
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and Rudolph Rempel. In November, Moses Hess, in discussions with Meyer 
and subsequently at a conference with Meyer, Rempel, an accountant and a 
printer, had obtained a firm promise that the two businessmen would advance 
the capital for the first two book-size volumes of the quarterly. Hess, Marx and 
Engels were to figure as the publishers but would also be paid handsomely for 
their editorial work, and would be further entitled to a third of any net profit; 
the second third would go to the two financiers, and the remainder into a fund 
for further expansion. 

Besides providing a vehicle for the publication of The German Ideology, 
the project would give the Marx-Engels-Hess triumvirate what practically 
amounted to a publishing house of their own. In addition, Meyer had promised 
Hess that he might finance the ‘library’ series of important Socialist works in 
German translations which Hess and Engels had conceived some two years 
earlier. Marx was to write the introduction for the French authors and Engels 
for the English. 

Some time during the winter of 1845-46, Hess began to translate Buonar- 
roti’s Conspiration pour l’Egalité dite de Babeuf for this series. At the same time he 
continued to edit, from Brussels, the monthly issues of the Gesellschaftsspiegel, 
which appeared in Elberfeld. He also acted as the editor in all but name of the 
quarterly Rheinische Jahrbücher, of which the poet Piittmann was only nominally 
the editor. 

In March 1846, Hess moved to Verviers, a depressing little industrial town 
which was closer to Elberfeld, where he hoped to be less exposed to police 
supervision. But, as he wrote to Marx, he found it ‘a barbarous place devoid of 
anything to refresh the soul; bad beer, expensive meat, dirty bourgeois, crawling 
proletarians’, and grocers who sold nothing on credit."7 

In Brussels, Marx and Engels were engaged in setting up the Correspon- 
dence Committee and working on The German Ideology. They wrote most of it 
late at night at Marx’s home, cracking jokes and roaring with laughter into the 
small hours, often disturbing Jenny, Lenchen and the two babies in their sleep. 

In spite of their perennial money problems, Karl and Jenny Marx kept open 
house for Communist friends and visitors. At the beginning of 1846, Weitling 
and Weydemeyer each spent several months in Brussels. In February the poet 
Freiligrath arrived. The small German colony, Jenny was to write in her Remi- 
niscences, ‘lived pleasantly together. Then we were joined by some Belgians, 
among them Gigot, and several Poles. In one of the attractive cafés that we went 
to in the evenings I made the acquaintance of old Lelevel in his blue blouse.’ 
Philippe Gigot was a young Belgian Communist who worked as an archivist in 
one of the Belgian Ministries; Joachim Lelevel, a revolutionary who had taken 
part in the 1830-31 Polish insurrection, was a distinguished historian. They 
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and a few others were the only non-Germans admitted to the circle of refugee 
Communist thinkers. 

Hess was to return for another stay in Brussels and Jenny Marx spent some 
time with his mistress (and later wife) Sibyl, who often acted as an ‘auntie’ to 
her children. Some 30 years later, in a letter to Marx, Sibyl was to evoke ‘the 
happiness of those years in the ‘forties when we lived next door to one another 
in Brussels.’ But this nostalgically recollected harmony did not last long. 


Marx and Engels had yet to finish the first volume of The German Ideology 
when the newly founded Brussels Correspondence Committee, headed by 
themselves and Gigot, met on 30 March 1846 to stage the first Marxist purge in 
history. 

The meeting took place at Marx’s home. Engels, Gigot, Weitling, and 4 
other Communists — Joseph Weydemeyer, Sebastian Seiler, Edgar von West- 
phalen (Marx’s brother-in-law) and Louis Heilberg — had been invited to 
discuss a simple and effective definition of Communism acceptable to its fol- 
lowers everywhere. But Marx turned the evening into a showdown with 
Weitling and launched a ferocious attack on the tailor’s brand of ‘artisan Com- 
munism’. 

In addition to the Committee members, Marx had invited a guest, Paul 
Annenkov. This Russian landowner and ‘aesthetic tourist’ was fascinated by art 
and artists as well as the ‘game of politics’, and on his constant travels he sought 
the acquaintance of Europe’s prominent writers and radicals. Marx, Heine, 
George Sand, Proudhon, Herwegh and Leroux were only some of those he 
added to the list of such Russian artists and thinkers as Gogol, Turgenev, 
Tolstoy, Belinsky, Herzen and Bakunin, whose circles he had frequented in 
Moscow and St Petersburg. In a section of The Extraordinary Decade, published 
34 years after the event, Annenkov — of whom it has been said that ‘he had so 
few axes of his own to grind, he could freely indulge his pleasure in watching 


18 has left an 


his more impassioned friends grind theirs, usually on each other 
account of the axing of Weitling by Marx on 30 March. 

On the following day, Weitling wrote a different account, but Annenkov’s has 
justly entered most literature on the birth of Communism, because of the 
sharply etched profiles he drew of the dramatis personae, especially Marx. 
Although Annenkov was not a Communist and remained to the end of his days 
a prudent liberal aristocrat, Marx had taken a liking to him and corresponded 
with him for years. To Annenkoy, the detached spectator who never uttered a 
word during the proceedings and went through life unperturbed by the ideas of 
the various radicals he met, Marx was a flamboyant personality emphatically 
different ‘from the types of people I had left behind in Russia.’ Recalling in 
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1880 the ‘heated debate’ he had witnessed in Brussels he was to evoke him in 
the following words: ‘Before me stood the figure of the democratic dictator 
incarnate, just as it might be pictured in one’s imagination in moments of 
fantasy.’ 

As for Weitling, the rift between him and the leaders of the London branch 
of the League of the Just had widened since the London Festival of Nations. 
Schapper, Moll and Bauer, not without pain, were increasingly disillusioned by 
their former leader’s mixture of evangelical zeal and revolutionary fervour. 
Moreover, while frequently invoking Christ as ‘the prophet of Communism’, 
he had developed dictatorial tendencies 4 la Babeuf. Schapper had been 
shocked to hear him declare at one of their sessions that ‘revolutionary Com- 
munism must have a dictator who rules over everything. The dictator should 
not have more than anyone else and be allowed his position only so long as he 
works for the general good.’ Transcripts of the London League’s discussions 
show that Schapper found — as Bakunin had a couple of years earlier — that 
Weitling’s Communism ‘would be just like soldiers in a barracks... In Weitling’s 
system there is no freedom.’'9 

Weitling was increasingly isolated and embittered when he arrived in Brus- 
sels, hoping to work for the newly established German Correspondence Com- 
mittee. He could count on a minority of followers in London and influential 
friends at the Central Committee of the League of the Just in Paris. Although 
shorn of his wings, he still considered himself its leader and, having hardly any 
funds, he had, before his arrival in Brussels, informed Marx, Engels and Hess 
in a joint letter that he counted on their hospitality and looked forward to 
‘drinking your beer, tasting your grub, and smoking your cigars.’ Since January, 
he had in fact been having his daily meals at Marx’s house. 

In a letter sent to Moses Hess at Verviers on 31 March, Weitling wrote: ‘We 
met again in pleno yesterday evening. Seiler brought up the question “How 
best to carry on propaganda in Germany”, but said that he would not go into it 
because it might touch off some sensitive issues. Marx insisted that he elabo- 
rate. Seiler refused. Both became irritated.’ According to this report, a ‘vehe- 
ment? Marx then summarized the problem in the following terms: 


1) Ascreening of the Communist Party must be undertaken. 

2) This can be achieved by criticizing the incompetent and separating 
them from the sources of money. 

3) This screening is now the most important thing that can be done in the 
interest of Communism. 

4) Whoever has the power to get money from the money-men also has the 
means to oust the others and it would be well to do so. 
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5) ‘Artisan communism’, ‘philosophical communism’, must be fought, and 
the feeling that it is all merely a day-dream must be ridiculed: word-of- 
mouth propaganda, secret propaganda, the word propaganda in general, 
must not be used in the future. 

6) The early realization of Communism is out of the question; the bour- 
geoisie must first come to the helm. 


Weitling further remarked to Hess that Weydemeyer too had said a few things 
against him, though in a less violent tone than Marx and Engels. 


Gigot and Edgar [von Westphalen] said not a word. Heilberg [spoke] 
against Marx from a non-partisan viewpoint. So, in the end, did Sei- 
ler, with admirable composure and bitterness. I myself became vio- 
lent. Marx surpassed me. It all ended in an uproar, with him jumping 
around. He was especially provoked when I said: ‘All I understand 
from our discussion is that he who can find the money may write 
what he wants.’ 


Weitling rightly suspected that Marx meant to exclude him from ‘the publish- 
ing house enterprise’ and would further attack him in print. He did not know if 
he would be able to defend himself, he told Hess, since he had not a penny to his 
name. He added: ‘I see in Marx’s head nothing more than a good encyclopaedia, 
but no genius. His influence is through personalities. Rich people have made 
him an editor, voila tout.’?° 

Weitling might, of course, have asked what had changed since Marx had 
praised his Guarantees of Harmony and Freedom so fulsomely as ‘the brilliant 
literary debut of the German working class’. Not that this would have helped 
him. Marx, who had little patience with self-taught preachers, would have made 
short shrift of him by telling him that it was time to pass from ‘primitive’ Com- 
munism to the ‘scientific’ understanding of the economic structure of bourgeois 
society and that, as he was later to put it in his Herr Vogt, ‘our task was not the 
fulfillment of some utopian system but the conscious participation in the histor- 
ical process of social revolution that was taking place before our eyes”! and the 
education of the working class towards that purpose. 

In the zoth century, some argued that to call the showdown with Weitling a 
‘purge’ was an inappropriate reading of pre-1917 events, and that in any case 
there was no ‘party’ in the true sense of the word.” This is true, but disregards 
two facts. By the mid-1840s, long before anyone dreamt of Lenin, Marx, Hess, 
Engels, Weydemeyer, Schapper and others loosely used the term ‘our party’ in 
the sense of ‘our camp’. Moreover, in the spring of 1846, Engels made a point 
in The German Ideology of stressing that ‘since the actual birth of a Communist 
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party in Germany’ — by which he meant Marx’s nuclear group of supporters in 
Brussels — the philosophical ‘true Socialists’ had become obsolete and could at 
most influence the petty bourgeoisie and the bunch of impotent literati whom 
they regarded as its representatives, 

And if the axing of Weitling was not a purge, what was it? It was followed on 
11 May by the Brussels Correspondence Committee’s resolutions against Her- 
mann Kriege, a Westphalian journalist and follower of Weitling who had been 
sent to New York by the League of the Just and had there launched a weekly 
entitled Der Volks-Tribun. Affiliated to the recently founded National Reform 
Association, Kriege’s weekly advocated a shortened 10-hour working day and 
the abolition of slavery. It also supported the Reform Association’s demands 
that 1,400,000 acres of public land that had not yet ‘fallen into the hands of 
thieving speculators’ should be divided up into homesteads for America’s 
farmers. 

This way of adapting Socialism to the American dream of private property 
was anathema to Marx. The series of resolutions adopted by the Brussels Cor- 
respondence Committee proclaimed that Kriege’s journal did ‘not represent 
Communism’, but on the contrary compromised the Communist party in Eur- 
ope as well as in America and demoralized the workers. Together with a 14- 
page ‘Circular against Kriege’, the resolutions were sent to all the Communists 
in Germany, France and England and followed by a campaign deriding Kriege’s 
plan to provide every farmer with his own ‘pile of manure’. 

That Marx’s Brussels Committee had embarked on a policy of purges was 
recognized by Proudhon as soon as he received Marx’s letter — written on 5 
May, a week before the resolutions against Kriege — inviting him to join it. In 
his reply, Proudhon scathingly reminded Marx of the case of Luther, who over- 
threw Catholic dogma only to establish his own ‘apparatus of excommunication 
and anathemas... For God’s sake,’ he wrote, ‘let us not ~ simply because we are 
at the head of a new movement — make ourselves the leaders of a new intoler- 
ance, let us not pose as the apostles of a new religion, even if it be the religion of 
logic, the religion of reason.’ 

Whether the showdown with Weitling was ‘the first Marxist party purge’, as 
Edmund Wilson called it, or the ‘political excommunication’ of Kriege set ‘a 
historic precedent for future Communist party purges’, as Padover claimed, 
Proudhon, sensing Marx’s authoritarian tendency, wrote to him: 


Let us give the world the example of an informed and farsighted tol- 
erance... Let us gather together and encourage all dissent... Let us 
never regard a question as exhausted, and when we have used our last 
argument, let us if necessary begin again — with eloquence and irony. 
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On these conditions, | will gladly enter into your association. Other- 


wise — no!?3 


Besides being no partisan of violent revolution, Proudhon — who warned Marx 
that the French proletariat would give him ‘short shrift if you offered them only 
bloodshed’ — may have been shocked by a postscript in which Marx wrote: ‘I 
must denounce to you M Griin of Paris’, 


The man is nothing more than a literary swindler, a species of charla- 
tan, who seeks to traffic in modern ideas. He tries to conceal his igno- 
rance with pompous and arrogant phrases but all he does is make 
himself ridiculous with his gibberish. Moreover this man is danger- 


ous. 


Kar] Grün, whom Marx and Engels were attacking in The German Ideology as 
a ‘true Socialist’, was the former editor of the banned Mannheim Abendzeit- 
ung. Expelled from Baden, he had moved first to Cologne, where he was one 
of the leading members of its Communist Club, and later to Paris. A former 
fellow-student of Marx at Bonn, he had been a contributor to the Rheinische 
Zeitung, and it was him that Marx chose to sign and publish the valedictory 
lines Marx wrote in praise of himself after that paper’s closure. Not in his 
wildest dreams would Griin have imagined that Marx would one day call him 
a charlatan. In fact, Marx insinuated to Proudhon that Grün, in a recent book 
on The Social Movement in France and Belgium, ‘has the audacity to describe 
himself as tutor to Proudhon, claims to have revealed to him the important 
axioms of German science and makes fun of his writings. Beware of this para- 
site,’24 

The truth was that, after Marx’s departure from Paris, Griin had taken over 
the job of helping to keep Proudhon, who understood no German, abreast of 
German philosophical writings. But Marx’s virulent denunciation of Grün was 
as unwarranted as the relentless campaign in which he attacked him for his sup- 
posed disregard of historical and class distinctions. For Griin, in a lecture 
delivered in 1844, had actually stipulated the class struggle in terms not unlike 
those which were to appear in The Communist Manifesto: 


History so far has been a single relentless struggle between the fortu- 
nate haves and the miserable have-nots and oppressed. In Greece 
they were called helots, in Rome slaves, in the Middle Ages they were 
known as serfs; in Russia they call them peasants, in North America 
blacks; in civilized England, France and Germany we call them pro- 
letarians... History can be summed up as social slavery, serfdom and 
dependence on property!”5 
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Marx’s merciless campaign against Grün, attributed by some to ‘fierce personal 
jealousy, fed by hatred and malice’, may also have been fuelled by the fact that 
Griin wielded a certain influence with the German Communist workers in 
Paris. Dr Ewerbeck was one of the first to write to Marx, on 15 May 1846, that 
he could ‘in no way agree with your grudge against and hatred of Grün.’ He 
added that he did not know ‘what exists personally between you’, but noted that 
Griin was liked by the artisans of Paris and did very good work among them. 
Ewerbeck did not know that to win over those artisans and remove Griin from 
the scene was Marx’s next target. 

As for Proudhon, his urbane reaction to Marx’s insinuations against Griin 
was to write: “My dear Monsieur Marx, I appeal to your calmer judgment.’ 
Grün was a political refugee living in exile and penury, with a wife and two chil- 
dren to support. He had only his pen to make a living by, and live he must. 
What, Proudhon asked, did Marx expect him to write about ‘if not modern 
ideas?’ Together with Proudhon’s ‘No’ to the Correspondence Committee un- 
less it guaranteed freedom of opinion, this rebuke infuriated Marx all the more 
as he had attached great value to the membership of France’s most important 
Socialist at the time. Engels, in a postscript to the invitation Marx sent Proud- 
hon, had expressed the hope that he would ‘not deny us your cooperation’ and 
assured him of his ‘deep respect’ for his writings. But later in 1846, when 
Proudhon’s Philosophie de la Misère appeared in Paris, Engels was the first to 
write to Marx in Brussels that this two-volume work ‘is bad... and not worth the 
15 francs it costs.’ Marx, however, eager to settle accounts with Proudhon, took 
the trouble to read it and before another year had gone by he was publishing his 
polemical Misére de la Philosophie. The book, printed at his own expense, was to 
sell only 800 copies, but it gave Marx the satisfaction of lashing Proudhon as a 
‘petty bourgeois’ and a ‘bad economist’ who ‘passes in France for a good 
German philosopher, [whereas] in Germany he passes for one of the strongest 
French economists.’ As Marx himself was later to write, this ended his friend- 
ship with Proudhon ‘for ever’. 


The attempts of Marx and Engels in the spring of 1846 to enlist first George 
Harney and then Karl Schapper as London correspondents of the Brussels 
Committee likewise failed. The Londoners mistrusted the two of them. They 
disliked their ‘intellectual arrogance’, and Karl Schapper protested at their 
treatment of Kriege. But Marx and Engels had effectively destroyed Weitling’s 
influence and thought they only had to bide their time before the London 
branch of the League would fall into their hands. 

Nor had they been impressed on 11 May, when they passed the resolutions 
condemning Kriege, with the argument put forward by Weitling — who was the 
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only one to vote against them — that the Communists had powerful enemies 
enough in Europe to turn their weapons against their supporters in America. 

On 20 May, Hess wrote to Marx that he had received a rather desperate and 
confused letter from Weitling, and expressed strong feelings about the treat- 
ment Weitling had received: ‘You two have driven him crazy and now you 
wonder that he is mad. I do not wish to have anything more to do with this 
whole affair; it makes me want to vomit. Shit in all dimensions.’ 

The penniless Weitling, ostracized but reduced for a time to continue to take 
his meals at Marx’s table, was indeed in a pitiful state, but he was far from crazy. 
On 16 May, 5 days after being outvoted in the matter of the the resolutions 
against Kriege, he had written to Kriege: ‘The Brussels intriguers regarded me 
as their worst enemy. My head was therefore the first that had to be felled. 
Those of the others will follow next and in the end it will be the turn of their 
friends’ heads.’ 

Shortly afterwards he left Brussels for Luxembourg. There he hired himself 
out as an assistant tailor and worked until he raised the fare to go to America. 
He left later in 1846, having realized too late, as he put it, that he had been ‘a 
donkey to believe that what we had to do was to direct our talents against our 
enemies.’ 

In the same month when the ‘Weitling affair’ was ostensibly ended, the first 
signs appeared of a crack in the harmony which had hitherto prevailed among 
the Marx-Engels-Hess triumvirate. Hess was not a supporter of Weitling. On 
the contrary, he called Weitling a ‘revolting character... and a dirty fellow in 
money matters’. But he thought that Marx had conducted himself in a manner 
which fostered ‘party strife’, instead of preventing it. And he ended the letter in 
which he expressed these opinions with the words: ‘Good bye to the party!” 

He then received an annoyed letter from Marx, who tried to persuade him 
not to leave the party and stressed that private miseries had nothing to do with 
party strife. Hess replied on 29 May: ‘The irritation in your letter is pardon- 
able, because I wrote to you in the same tone... You are also right in separating 
private misery from party strife, but both of them are enough to spoil my plea- 
sure in our joint work for this party.’ He added the observation that Marx was ‘a 
dissolving element’, whereas his own nature was ‘conciliatory’. ‘Fare thee well! 
With you personally I want to have many more contacts. With your party I will 
have nothing more to do.’?7 

Although his personal contacts with Marx were indeed to continue, and 
before long he even became reconciled with ‘the party’, Hess learned from the 
Weitling affair that independent-minded Communists, ‘abandoned’ by the 
party, must rely on their own means to make their voices heard. He was fed up 
with the ‘dog’s life’ he was leading in uncivilized Verviers, and informed Marx 
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that he planned to leave for Cologne, where he hoped to find a material basis for 
his existence that would allow him to continue his Communist writings undis- 
turbed. The man who had been the first to recognize Marx’s genius had now 
discovered the negative ‘dissolving’ drive in him. 

This unforeseen epilogue to the Weitling affair took place against a wider 
background, and was not unconnected with the sudden collapse of the ‘West- 
phalian publishing house’ project in which both Marx and Hess had placed 
high hopes of improving their financial situation. The ‘private misery’ men- 
tioned in their letters referred to the fact that both of them were deeply in debt; 
Hess had just enough money left to cover the fare to Cologne. 

Marx learned of the failure of the project on the very day he was announcing 
in a letter to Weydemeyer that he and Engels had practically finished the two 
volumes of The German Ideology. Although the publishing house project had 
been initiated by Hess in discussions with the two Westphalian businessmen, 
Marx and Engels — on behalf of the newly formed Brussels Correspondence 
Committee — had dispatched Weydemeyer to Westphalia to make the final 
arrangements for the publication of the new quarterly in which The German Ide- 
ology was to appear. On 30 April, Weydemeyer reported back that he had made 
little progress and proposed that Meyer should form a joint-stock company at 
Limburg in Holland, since in Germany manuscripts of less than 20 sheets were 
subject to preliminary censorship. Marx’s reply of 14-16 May is of interest 
because he displayed in it an unusual practical sense. He wrote that the Limburg 
idea might be all right for pamphlets, ‘but books of more than 20 sheets are best 
printed in Germany proper.’ He then expounded a plan of his own 


which (1) will nominally leave Meyer out of it altogether, (2) will 
make things very difficult for the governments and (3) strongly com- 
mends itself insofar as the dispatch arrangements would be placed in 
very efficient hands. 


Vogler, who resides here and has a commission agent in Leipzig, a 
man chiefly engaged in the dissemination of books liable to confisca- 
tion, would, you see, take over the whole bookselling side. The books 
themselves would be printed in Germany. In each case the editor 
would appear as publisher, i.e. ‘Printed by the Author.’ 


How much Marx relished the idea of the new quarterly and the prospect of the 
imminent publication of The German Ideology is evident from two passages in 
this letter. In one, he informed Weydemeyer that the manuscripts of the work 
would be sent shortly. ‘The second volume is almost ready. As soon as the man- 
uscripts for the first volume arrive (in two consignments) it would be most 
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desirable that printing should begin.’ In the second he wrote: ‘if Meyer agrees 
to Vogler’s proposal we could start at once...’28 

He had reached this point in his letter when he received a disturbing one 
from Weydemeyer. Meyer was hedging and would only guarantee the publica- 
tion of one volume. With Engels sitting beside him, Marx wrote to Weyde- 
meyer that he desperately needed 1,200 francs to cover his debts. He concluded 
with the words: ‘As you can see, misére on all sides! At this moment I’m at a loss 
what to do... All this financial stress has come on top of much work, domestic 
duties, etc. Yours M. 

That Marx and Engels expected Meyer and Rempel to publish The German 
Ideology at all was rather curious in itself. Meyer was the owner of an iron- 
works, but wrote libertarian poems and articles on the side. Both he and Rempel 
were ready to back a Communist publication, but they were not Communists of 
Marx’s denomination. Rather, they were supporters of a group of intellectuals 
associated with the Westphalian Dampfboot and the Trier Zeitung, whom Marx 
and Engels derided in the second volume of The German Ideology as ‘true 
Socialists’ and accused of writing about Communism in a manner palatable to 
the petty bourgeoisie, but neglecting the masses. Yet there was method in the 
Marx-Engels game-plan. They were out to split the ‘true Socialists’, to win 
over some of them to their own camp and to discredit the others. As early as 30 
April, Weydemeyer had written to Marx in Brussels: ‘We must absolutely gain 
control of the Westphalian Dampfboot.’ 

The upshot was that by July, Meyer and Rempel, invoking financial difficul- 
ties, withdrew their offer altogether. Quite apart from disagreeing with the 
authors in principle, the two financiers had other good reasons for their deci- 
sion. Several chapters in the manuscripts referred to by Marx were not in a 
finished state. The very first and major chapter of the whole work, entitled 
‘Feuerbach’, remained to be written and was in fact never completed. Even in 
their unfinished state, the two volumes would take up a costly 596 pages to print 
and Meyer and Rempel felt that the nearly 400 pages devoted to caricaturing 
the figure of Stirner alone would, for all the clever mockery and persiflage, 
hardly hold the interest of more than a few readers — a verdict supported by 
pro-Marxist authors in the 2oth century. Besides, the two entrepreneurs feared 
that a book which, between much trivia and such gems as ‘Philosophy is to the 
study of reality what masturbation is to sexual love’, contained passages on the 
class struggle and the revolutionary mission of the proletariat would bring the 
authorities down on them. 

Marx and Engels, however, remained confident that another radical pub- 
lisher would soon undertake the risk of publishing their book. When all their 
efforts failed, Marx even planned to launch a publishing company of his own in 
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Germany. He offered shares at 25 Thaler each, but this dream came to nothing 
when he found only 12 takers in Cologne. 

In 1847 Marx and Engels finally abandoned The German Ideology to ‘the 
gnawing criticism of the mice’. As Marx was later to put it, they did so ‘all the 
more willingly as we had attained our chief purpose — self-clarification.”29 The 
unfinished book was only to be published in Moscow in 1932, nearly 50 years 
after Marx’s death and almost go after it was written. It was then discovered 
that, buried among all the witticisms, the puns and the pithy argument with all 
the philosophers of ‘pure thought’ from Hegel to Feuerbach and Stirner, were 
passages in which Marx and Engels formulated the essentials of a new theory of 
history. 

Communism, they wrote, differed from all previous movements in history. In 
the clash of interests between the individual and the community, the state, 
which supposedly represented the latter, was divorced from the real interests of 
the individual. Community life is always based on the classes and determined 
by the division of labour which separates men and causes one group to domi- 
nate all the others: “The struggle within the state, the struggle between democ- 
racy, aristocracy, and monarchy, the struggle for the franchise, etc., are merely 
the illusory forms in which the real struggles of the different classes are fought 
out among one another.’ 

Postulating that economics and the mode of production at a given historical 
stage determine the social consciousness of man, they claimed that revolution is 
the driving force in history. It was bound to erupt the moment the dispossessed 
and exploited labour force ceased to put up with the concentration of the tech- 
nological means of production and all ownership in the hands of a single domi- 
nating class, enabling it to dictate the lives of everyone. Anticipating The 
Communist Manifesto, they stressed the historical necessity of a revolution in 
which the proletariat must overthrow the state in order to assert their own per- 
sonality; ‘For the practical materialist, i.e., the Communist, it is a question of 
revolutionizing the existing world, of coming to grips with and changing the 
things found in existence.’3° 

The most recent English translation of The German Ideology (1976) opens 
with Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach. These were 11 short notes he jotted down in 
April 1845. They contained the gist of the defects, limitations and inconsisten- 
cies in the secular but still speculative-idealistic philosophy of Feuerbach, 
which Marx enlarged upon in the uncompleted first chapter — but the last to be 
written — on the man whose work he had previously admired. 

The final and most famous Thesis summed up the whole argument in a single 
phrase: ‘The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the 
point, however, is to change it.’3* That is what Marx meant by ‘practical-critical’, 
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i.e., revolutionary, activity. Had he written nothing else, he would have deserved a 
place in the history of ideas. Engels, who after Marx’s death published the “The- 
ses’ found in one of his notebooks, described them as ‘the first document reveal- 
ing the brilliant kernel of the new world outlook.’ He further wrote that when he, 
Engels, joined Marx in April 1845 the latter had already worked out his theory 
and ‘put it before me’ in practically complete form, suggesting that most of the 
theoretical passages in The German Ideology were written by Marx, rather than 
his new young disciple. 

Engels also recalled how much the two of them, ‘bold devils then’, had 
enjoyed making impudent fun of Stirner and the ‘true Socialists’. In 1846, 
however, when the prospect of getting the work published had faded, Marx was 
at his wits’ end. An appeal to Herwegh for a loan had remained fruitless, and so 
had attempts to get money from his mother and from one of her acquaintances 
in Cologne. Even his former bourgeois admirers in that city — such as Georg 
Jung — had become disenchanted with his new radical ideas, and Marx wrote 
that he did not care ‘to be beholden to them’. 

The fact that Marx, rather than systematically finishing any of the works he 
had so far started, clarified his thought by way of engaging in one polemic after 
another with thinkers dead or alive, kept him in constant penury, with conse- 
quent stress and untold embarrassments along the way. To help him out, in the 
summer of 1846 Weydemeyer organized a money collection in Westphalia, and 
wrote that a couple of hundred francs would soon reach Marx through Rempel. 
Hurt in his pride and feeling that he was made to appear ‘beggarly’ in the eyes 
of ‘the party’, Marx promptly returned the money to the sender. Weydemeyer, 
unable to see why his money collection was more ‘beggarly’ than the one made 
for Marx at the time of his expulsion from Paris, accused him of rudeness to his 
sympathizers and wrote that if Marx wanted to split ‘the party’ he, Weyde- 
meyer, would in justice be bound to choose the other side.3? 

Marx and Jenny had by then been forced to give up their household in the 
rue d’Alliance and to move with their two babies and Lenchen back to the 
cheap Bois Sauvage tavern. In October they moved to a modest apartment in 
the Ixelles surburb of Brussels, where Jenny gave birth to their first son, the ill- 
fated Edgar. Some 6 months later, Marx was reduced to such financial straits 
that, without any qualms about ‘the party’, he resorted to drawing bills on Hess 
and Bernays, indirectly threatening them with debtor’s prison unless they paid 
him some money he claimed they owed him. He charged Engels to deal with 
the matter: ‘Since it is very pressing, I expect you not to let a day go by before 
settling everything and informing me.’33 And before the end of their stay in 
Brussels, the Marx family moved back to the Bois Sauvage tavern for the third 
time in three years. 
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Hurt as badly or worse by the collapse of the Westphalian publishing house 
project in the summer of 1846 was Moses Hess. The news that it was dead 
before it was born had been conveyed to him by Meyer, one of the two 
financiers, shortly before Marx learned of it from Weydemeyer. Hess, who had 
made the original arrangements with Meyer, had been looking forward, as had 
Marx, to getting 3 Louis d’or per edited sheet from the projected quarterly. He 
had further spent months translating Buonarroti into German, but the planned 
‘library’ series of Socialist writings was now likewise stillborn. 

Meyer offered him 30 Thaler for his troubles. Hess wrote on 17 May that he 
was in ‘too deep a money jam’ not to accept that as a loan until his situation 
improved. But worse than his financial distress was something else. On 6 May, 
addressing Marx as ‘Dear Marco’, Hess asked whether he had received any news 
from Weydemeyer about the state of the publishing house project. Countless 
letters of his own to Meyer, he explained, had remained unanswered. He did not 
know at the time, but learned soon enough, that Weydemeyer — as he confessed 
to Marx on the 13th — had expressly instructed Meyer not to answer Hess’s 
letters but to hand them to him. By the zoth, when he reproved Marx for having 
ousted Weitling in a manner which made him want to ‘vomit’ and said farewell 
to the party, Hess might have guessed that Weydemeyer’s intrigue against him 
in Westphalia had not been conducted on his own authority. 

The Westphalian setback coincided with several others that Hess had suffered 
by the summer of 1846. The Elberfeld Gesellschaftsspiege! he had been editing 
from Brussels and Verviers was about to fold up, its printer bowing to police 
harassment and intimidation. And the quarterly Rheinische Jahrbücher, for 
whose material Hess was largely responsible, suffered an even worse fate. 
Although published in a format of more than 21 sheets, and thus exempt from 
censorship, its first issue had been confiscated in the Rhineland because of its 
‘extreme radical Communist’ tendency, and its generally ‘criminal contents’; 
and in March all copies of it that reached Prussia had been seized and destroyed. 

For publishing it, the unfortunate Leske was charged by the government of 
Hesse with high treason and blasphemy. Piittmann, the nominal editor, fled with 
the material for the second issue to Switzerland. He eventually managed to pub- 
lish it there in December, with the result, among others, that Engels’s long acc- 
ount of the London ‘Festival of Nations’ only appeared a year after it was written. 

On 29 May, Hess responded to Marx’s attempt to persuade him not to leave 
the party. ‘You have every right to be irritated,’ he wrote, and added signifi- 
cantly: ‘Not so Engels; my letter was not addressed to him at all, and as for the 
“kissing”, I leave that to his Mary.’3+ He rightly suspected that Engels had started 
manoeuvering to push him to the sidelines. Marx, too, did not mind seeing the 
influence of the leader of ‘philosophical Communism’ reduced. Indeed, the 
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short section in The German Ideology which the two of them devoted to attack- 
ing Karl Griin’s book on The Social Movements in Belgium and France contained 
a veiled criticism of Hess: 


The outline and general ideas... of Griin’s book are copied from Hess, 
whom Herr Griin paraphrases indeed in the most lordly fashion. 
Matters which are quite vague and mystical even in Hess, but which 
were originally — in the Einundzwanzig Bogen — worthy of recogni- 
tion, and have only become tiresome and reactionary as a result of 
their perpetual reappearance in the Biirgerbuch, the Neue Anekdota 
and the Rheinische Jahrbiicher at a time when they were already out 
of date, become complete nonsense in Herr Griin’s hands.35 


Thus the word was out: Hess’s ideas were obsolete and their repetition in such 
periodicals as the Rheinische Jahrbücher even gave them a reactionary tint. The 
irony of it all was that Hess himself had not only dissociated himself from 
Griin and the ‘true Socialists’ but had contributed two essays to The German 
Ideology, one of which Marx edited and included in chapter V of the second 
volume, some ĝo pages after the attack on him in chapter IV.36 Only the fact 
that The German Ideology was never printed during their lifetimes saved Hess 
from the embarrassment of being publicly branded in this fashion. 

After briefly toying with the idea of emigrating to the USA, as Marx in Brus- 
sels was to do shortly afterwards, Hess left Verviers for Cologne in July. There, 
after assuring himself of some financial help from his father, he resumed 
contact with his friends of the local Communist club, Daniels and D’Ester — the 
two physicians who were also friends of Marx — and by 21 July he was informing 
Marx that he had set in motion the establishment of a publishing company that 
was to replace the stillborn Westphalian project. D’Ester was helping him to 
raise 6,000 to 10,000 Thaler for the company, to be obtained by selling shares at 
100 Thaler each to subscribers in ‘Elberfeld, Westphalia, Berlin, Silesia and 
well-off Communists and democrats everywhere.’ 

There now began an ambiguous period, as for the next two years Marx and 
Hess remained in close touch, and Hess even rejoined ‘the party’, while behind 
the scenes Engels engaged in every trick he could think of to ruin Hess’s repu- 
tation and discredit him both personally and politically. Circumstances con- 
nected with the irregular civil status of Hess’s mistress Sibyl Pesch played into 
Engels’s hands. The couple had no sooner arrived in Cologne than it turned out 
that Sibyl — whom Hess had falsely registered as his wife — would have to leave 
town. Hess dispatched her to Brussels and wrote to Marx that he was placing 
her under his protection, and hoped that Frau Marx would show her the same 
friendship as hitherto. Knowing that Engels was at Ostend and planning to go 
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to Paris, he iasked whether he would be prepared to smuggle Sibyl across the 
frontier to France. 

At Ostend, Engels was holidaying with his parents and sister. He, too, had 
apparently reached a reconciliation with his ‘despotic’ father. On 27 July, refer- 
ring to the ‘Frau Hess affair’, he wrote to Marx: 


It’s bad, but one cannot possibly let her suffer for the stupidities of 
Hess; I shall therefore try to smuggle her across the border if, that is, I 
get enough money from my old man for the journey to Paris, which is 
still not sure. Send the enclosed scribble to the beloved man of God 
in Cologne to cheer him up. So the woman is in Brussels already? 


On 29 July, Marx forwarded Engels’s ‘scribble’ to Hess. In it Engels informed 
Hess that he would do ‘my utmost to smuggle your wife [sic!] across the border, 
but all the same it’s unfortunate that she should not have a passport.’ In a note 
of his own, Marx informed Hess that his wife was unwell and bedridden, but 
‘Sibyl is quite cheerful. Seiler is her cavalier servente.’37 

In August, Engels left for France and duly smuggled ‘Father Hess’s spouse’ 
across the frontier. On the roth, shortly after having consigned her ‘to oblivion, 
i.e., to the furthest end of the Faubourg St Antoine’ working-class quarter, he 
reported to Marx: ‘Madame Hess cherche un mari. Elle se fiche de Hess. S’il se 
trouverait quelque chose de convenable, s'adresser à Madame Gsell, Faubourg St. 
Antoine. [Madame Hess is looking for a husband. She is fed up with Hess. If 
anything suitable turns up, write to Madame Gsell...] There is no hurry, the 
competition is not great.’3° 

In subsequent letters to Marx, Engels claimed that the good-looking, blond 
Sibyl, who was the same age as he, 26, had made amorous overtures to him, and 
over the next two years he kept boasting that she had confided to him ‘the most 
intimate nocturnal secrets of her ménage.’ In reports to the Brussels Corre- 
spondence Committee and verbally to Marx, Gigot and Stephan Born — the 
newly arrived 22-year-old printer’s apprentice whom he introduced to Commu- 
nism as well as to the attractions of Paris — he bragged that he had either wholly 
spurned her best attempts to seduce him, or that he had enjoyed her favours 
while rejecting her passionately offered love. 

Engels’s vilification of Hess’s mistress would not be worth going into had it 
not been part of a long-drawn-out campaign of what his modern biographer 
has termed nothing less than the ‘character assassination’ of Hess.39 Conducted 
for personal reasons, it was enmeshed with a political power struggle for control 
of the Communist ‘party’ and its ideology. Engels had been sent to Paris in 
August 1846 by the Brussels Correspondence Committee on a mission — paid 
for by his father, who besides sending him a monthly remittance apparently also 
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gave him the money for the journey — to put an end to the influence of Proud- 
hon, Weitling, and the ‘true Socialist’ Karl Grün over the League of the Just. 
The workmen and artisans in its ranks — whom Marx and Engels regularly 
referred to as Straubinger, i.e., ‘boors’, when not calling them worse — were to 
be persuaded to accept their own superior intellectual leadership and allow 
themselves to be guided on history’s prescribed path for the proletariat. 

Shortly before Engels took Sibyl Pesch to Paris, Hess had written the follow- 
ing lines to Marx: ‘With your views on Communist Schriftstellerei [Marx’s 
term for propaganda], as expounded in your letters to Daniels, I am fully in 
accord.’ He added that Communism had, at the beginning, had to take its inspi- 
ration from German philosophy, but now it was just as necessary to work out its 
‘foundations on historic and economic premises’ and that he was concentrating 
on ‘economic studies’. 

These lines marked Hess’s reconciliation of sorts with Marx. He could effect 
it all the more easily because, for one thing, he had from the beginning recog- 
nized Marx as a genius and never questioned his intellectual superiority or 
meant to displace him; for another, he had made it clear when leaving ‘the 
party’ that he was keen to collaborate with Marx, and while he now accepted 
Marx’s principles, time was to show that he maintained his independence of 
mind and never became a blind Marxist. 

For his part, Marx was satisfied to keep Hess in the party. Besides awaiting 
the fruition of the publishing house project, his own attempts to establish a 
Correspondence Bureau in Cologne had met with no great success. Hess and 
D’Ester, on the other hand, together with Gottschalk — another physician and 
leader of Cologne’s Communist Club — took an active part in that summer’s 
election campaign for Cologne’s municipal council. In the midst of it, the brutal 
dispersal by the army of a rowdy group of youngsters at a church fair led to 
riots, and troops occupied the town’s public squares. The ensuing tension 
between the citizenry and the military was exploited by D’Ester — who, calling 
himself a ‘democrat’, was a Communist candidate for the council — and by Hess 
and Gottschalk to raise the social problem at election meetings. The police also 
suspected Hess and Gottschalk of using a secret printing press to circulate 
Socialist propaganda. 

Engels in Paris was not at all pleased to hear of the resumption of contacts 
between Marx and Hess. Commenting on a letter from Hess in which ‘the 
Communist papa sought to re-establish relations’, he wrote to the Brussels Cor- 
respondence Committee in his report of 16 September: 


It’s enough to make one split one’s sides. As if nothing had happened 
of course, altogether in dulci jubilo, and moreover altogether the same 
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old Hess, After the remark that he was to some extent reconciled with 
‘the party’... comes the following historical note (dated 19 August): 


‘A few weeks ago we were within a hair’s breadth of a bloody riot here 
in Cologne, large numbers being already armed’ (among them cer- 
tainly not Moses). ‘The affair did not come to a head because the 
military did not put in an appearance (tremendous triumph for 
Cologne’s pint-sized philistine), ete., etc...” 


Then he tells of the civic assemblies where ‘we’, i.e. ‘the party’ and 
Mr Moses, ‘qua communists, won so complete a victory that we’, etc. 


As a matter of fact, the public outcry raised at the civic assemblies in Cologne 
forced the Prussian authorities to set up an inquiry into the army’s behaviour. 
There were demands for an armed citizens’ militia to be set up. Seen in retrospect, 
the Cologne unrest was a prelude to the March revolution which was to rock 
Berlin less than two years later. D’Ester was elected to Cologne’s city council. 

Hess’s letter quoted by Engels in his above report to the Brussels Correspon- 
dence Committee is no longer extant, but according to S. Na’aman, Engels’s 
doctored version of it ridiculed Hess ‘without any knowledge of the facts.’#° 

In the aftermath, following the arrest of the anti-Prussian writer Ernst 
Dronke and of a Paris Communist by the name of Mentel — both of whom had 
corresponded with Hess — the police, having long suspected the latter of 
‘destructive tendencies’, turned their attention to him. Hess managed to leave 
Cologne shortly before they searched his father’s house. Crossing the French 
border without a passport, he made his way to Paris. 

Marx had notified Engels of Hess’s move. He wanted Engels to thrash out 
his differences with him and the two of them to combat the ‘heresies’ of Proud- 
hon, Weitling and Griin. Engels, however, was intent on driving a wedge 
between Hess and Marx, as is evident from the description he sent Marx of his 
first meeting after Hess arrived in Paris in January 1847: 


The worthy man has changed a great deal. His head is adorned with 
youthful locks, a dainty little beard lends some grace to his angular 
jaw, a virginal blush hovered about his cheeks, but la grandeur 
déchue se peignait dans ses beaux yeux [fallen greatness was reflected 
in his fine eyes] and a strange modesty had come over him. 


Here in Paris I have come to adopt a very insolent manner, for bluster 
is all in the day’s work, and it works well with the female sex. But the 
ravished exterior of that erstwhile world-shaking high-flyer, Hess, all 


but disarmed me. 
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Engels seems to have had a healthy respect for Hess, for while falsely continuing 
to refer to him as a ‘true Socialist’, he wrote that only his reminding himself 
that his mission was to combat these utopians restored his courage. ‘My treat- 
ment of him was so cold and scornful that he will have no desire to return. All 
I did for him was to give him some good advice about the clap he had brought 
with him from Germany. He was also a complete fiasco with a number of Ger- 
man painters, some of whom he had known before. Only Gustav Adolph Kött- 
gen has remained faithful to him. + 

By mentioning the painter Kottgen, Engels gave away the fact that his self- 
styled ‘insolence’ and bluster were his way of covering his own frustration at his 
inability to detach Hess from Marx. For Kottgen — in a letter signed by Marx, 
Gigot, Ferdinand Wolff and Engels himself — had in June 1846 been given 
detailed instructions by the Brussels leadership how the German Communists 
were to act in the approaching revolution. Kottgen was told that until there was 
‘a strong and well-organized party’, they were to ‘behave like Jesuits... support 
middle class petitions for freedom of the Press, a constitution and so on... To 
aid the Communist party you should support any policy which will be to our 
advantage in the long run. And do not be deterred by any stuffy moral scruples 
about it.’4? 

This was in line with the idea of Marx and his friends that the Communists 
should help the middle-class liberals to overthrow the feudal aristocracy but to 
turn upon them once they were in control and to seize power themselves; and 
Engels’s admission that Kéttgen had remained loyal to Hess has been seen as evi- 
dence that Hess was in Paris on the same ‘party’ mission as his own. Marx was in 
fact interested that Hess should stay within the party, rather than become the 
leader of a potential opposition. And for all Engels’s attempts to shake him off, he 
had no alternative but to have another discussion with him within a month. 

There was another reason for Engels’s frustration. He had a hard time con- 
verting the ‘appallingly ignorant’ German artisans to his and Marx’s new ver- 
sion of Communism. The tailors, tanners and carpenters of the League of the 
Just ‘showed a greater interest in Proudhon’s scheme for labour bazaars than in 
Engels’s lectures on history and economics.’43 

Engels himself had reported in October that ‘Weitlingism and Proudhon- 
ism’ appealed to ‘these jackasses, and there is nothing to be done about it.’ By 
the end of the month, the only success he could boast of was that, after furi- 
ously haranguing a small group of joiners, he had gained 13 supporters for his 
definition of Communist principles. 

In mid-November or December, he reported to Marx that he had suspended 
his activities altogether. Following disturbances in the Faubourg Saint-Antoine 
and clashes with the military, a ‘multitude’ of the League’s members demon- 
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strating against an increase in the price of bread were arrested and interro- 
gated. Engels felt sure that ‘some of these numbskulls’ had given the police all 
the information about his subversive agitation. And sick and tired as he was of 
dealing with these obtuse ‘blockheads’, he decided to lie low; but making the 
best of the good life of Paris, he reported to Marx with youthful exuberance 
that, shadowed by police spies, he frequented the bals at the Prado and other 
music halls and was thankful to the Prefecture for ‘some delightful encounters 
with grisettes and for a great deal of pleasure’ during what he thought might be 
his ‘last days and nights in Paris’ before his expulsion.+ 

In an unexpected development, the London branch of the League of the Just 
had decided to call an international Communist congress for the summer of 
1847. Its leaders, Schapper and Moll, announced this without consulting Marx 
or the Brussels Correspondence Committee, whom they accused throughout 
1846 of ‘wanting to establish some kind of intellectual aristocracy [Gelehrten- 
Aristokratie] and rule over the people from your new godly thrones.’+5 

By the end of the year, an exasperated Engels had in fact suggested to Marx 
that if the boorish London workers — who had earlier ignored an appeal to coor- 
dinate their propaganda with Brussels — did not want to have them, they had 
better leave them to their own devices. At the beginning of 1847, however, 
Schapper and Moll agreed to cooperate; and in February Moll went to Brussels, 
and then to Paris, to repair the slight and personally invite Marx and Engels to 
the proposed congress. 

In another development the Central Committee of the League of the Just had 
in November 1846 — following the police clamp-down on it after the bread riots 
~ been transferred to London. Moll informed Marx and Engels that the pro- 
posed congress was designed to reorganize the League of the Just, to iron out 
differences of views dividing the London branch and factions within the Paris 
branch, and to formulate its goals. Once these were agreed upon, it planned to 
send emissaries to strengthen the withering cells established by Weitling in 
Switzerland and to recruit new ones in Germany and possibly in Sweden. 

Marx could hardly refuse the opportunity to influence not only the now 500- 
strong London branch, but also the Central Committee and, through it, to 
counteract the confusion of what he called mystical, utopian or ‘antiquated and 
dissident views’ in what promised to become an international movement. Marx 
and Engels therefore joined the League of the Just. 

For Engels the spring of 1847 was a time of doldums. While waiting to 
attend the London congress in the summer he was so depressed that in March 
he longed for Marx to come to Paris: ‘I have a great desire to go carousing with 
you,’ he wrote. ‘If I had an income of 5,000 fr. I would do nothing but work and 
amuse myself with women until I went to pieces.’ But for Sunday excursions 
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and drinking bouts on some evenings with Stephan Born, he complained that 
there was no one ‘to discuss a decent topic with. His correspondence with 
Marx was otherwise filled with gossip and frivolous innuendo, principally 
against Hess but also against others. 

Lest this give a wrong impression, it should be noted that at a later date 
Engels was to establish valuable contacts with such French personalities as 
Louis Blanc and Ferdinand Flocon, who were to play leading roles in the Feb- 
ruary 1848 revolution in Paris. But for the moment, he was glad to leave Paris 
for London, where the international congress of the League of the Just met 
from 2 to g June. As he lacked the money for the journey, Marx did not attend, 
but he sent his friend Wilhelm Wolff to represent him. 

The London congress did not accept the programme Marx and Engels 
wanted it to adopt, but the Londoners agreed to give up both the ideas they had 
inherited from Babeuf, via Weitling — of armed revolution by ‘putsch, conspir- 
acy’ and violence — and all forms of Socialism based on pure sentiment. As a 
result, the League — which changed its name to The Communist League — aban- 
doned its ideas of universal love. Instead of the old slogan ‘All Men are Brothers’, 
the new all-time motto of Communist solidarity — ‘Proletarians of all Countries, 
Unite!’ — appeared on the masthead of a periodical it began to issue. 

The new statutes of the reorganized League, rather than proclaiming that its 
aim, as proposed by Engels, was to overthrow the existing order, to abolish 
private property and create ‘a new classless society’, said simply: ‘The League 
aims at the abolition of man’s enslavement by propagating the theory of the 
community of goods and by its implementation as soon as possible.’47 

Although as early as December 1846 Engels, writing from Paris on the basis 
of his success with 13 joiners, had reported that he had ‘triumphed over Griin’, 
in October 1847 — during a second stay in Paris — he was to write that there was 
‘hellish confusion’ among the German artisans and ‘we are now only thirty 
strong.’ The fact is that Weitling’s followers hated Engels as a rich man’s son. 
More than a year later, in a letter from Paris, Marx told him that the ‘block- 
heads’ (whom Engels disdained because none of them ‘ever read a book on eco- 
nomics’) were still furious with him. 

From the London congress Engels went to Brussels. Later in the summer 
Hess too arrived there from Paris. Early in August, Marx’s Brussels Correspon- 
dence Committee transformed itself into a secret branch of the Communist 
League, with himself as its president. At the end of the month a German 
Workers’ Society (Arbeiterverein) — on the model of those functioning in 
London — was legally set up to serve as a front organization for it. Hess, who 
had likewise joined the Communist League, became its vice-president. 

From Marx’s viewpoint, the statutes adopted by the London congress repre- 
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sented a compromise. He had accepted it on the basis of a promise that his 
theory of Communism would be discussed at a second international congress of 
the League to be held in London before the end of the year. In preparation for 
it, Schapper and Moll, as though founding a new church, drafted a Glaubens- 
bekenntnis — literally, a ‘Confession of Faith’, a catechism or credo — and invited 
the League’s London, Paris and Brussels branches to comment on it and to 
submit their versions of a final Communist programme to be adopted at the 
second congress in the form of a public manifesto. 

According to the Communist League’s Rules, the proposals were to be 
discussed by the communities (cells) forming the rank and file of each local 
branch. The communities, each comprising a maximum of 12 members, did 
not know each other. Two to 10 communities constituted a circle, which was the 
executive organ for all the communities in its district. The executive organ of 
the whole League was the Central Authority. The League’s legislative authority 
was the congress to be held every year, but all its decisions were to be submitted 
to the communities for acceptance or rejection. + 

Hess spent a month in Paris making the rounds of the League’s rank-and-file 
and managed to get his draft adopted for submission to the second London con- 
gress as the programme of the Paris communities. He was preparing to return to 
Brussels when Engels arrived in Paris with a different credo of his own. 

Whereas during his first stay in Paris until his departure in June for the first 
London congress he and Hess had ended up by propagandizing different 
groups within rival sections of the Paris branch of the League of the Just, as it 
then was, now the future Communist Manifesto was in the making. With the 
battle for the hearts and minds of the Paris artisans reaching its climax, Engels 
developed a feverish activity to destroy Hess’s influence. One of Marx’s and 
Engels’s conditions when joining the reorganized Communist League had been 
that its institutions be democratized. But with the future of Communism at 
stake, and in his zeal to have the coming congress adopt his and Marx’s brand of 
it, Engels felt no such scruples. 

Compounding his ‘character assassination’ of Hess with backstage intrigue, 
he went over the heads of the communities — which had been formally charged 
with approving any motions — to have his credo sent to London in their name. 

In a letter to Marx on 25 October, after blaming Hess for the confusion 
among the German workers in Paris, Engels gleefully reported: ‘Strictly between 
ourselves, I have played an infernal trick on Mosi. He had actually put through a 
delightfully amended confession of faith.’ He explained that, having found on 
his arrival only 30 supporters, ‘I at once set up a propaganda committee and 
I rushed around speechifying. I was immediately elected to the district (i.e., the 
circle)? Dealing with Hess’s draft point by point, he had tired out ‘the lads’ who 
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were its members with so many arguments that in the end they were glad to let 
him prepare a new draft. This decision, as he italicized the words to Marx in the 
same letter, had been ‘completely unopposed’ and the draft ‘will be sent to Lon- 
don behind the backs of the communities. Naturally, not a soul must know about it, 
otherwise we shall all be deposed, and there’ll be the devil’s own scandal.’49 

Engels’s ‘infernal trick’ and whole procedure have been seen as setting up a 
pattern for Marxist methods and tactics of settling internal feuds and ideolo- 
gical schisms behind the united fagade of Communist Congresses in Soviet 
Russia and elsewhere, until well into the 2oth century. Before the advent of 
Krushchevy, those engaged in these manoeuvres faced the choice mentioned by 
Engels of either coming out on top or being ‘deposed’.5° 


The concept of the ‘symbiosis of ideas’ between Hess and Marx seems to have 
been first used by S. Avineri in 1985 when he noted ‘the profound impact 
Hess’s writings had on Marx’s intellectual development.’5' This was nearly a 
century and a half after Hess had given Marx two articles for the German- 
French Yearbooks, the second of which — titled ‘On the Essence of Money’ — 
Marx, for reasons all the more mysterious since Hess was paid for it, rejected 
after an ‘embarrassing’ argument. The title of this essay echoed Feuerbach’s 
‘On the Essence of Christianity’, and not by accident. For Hess was extending 
Feuerbach’s concept of man’s religious alienation to the social and economic 
sphere by postulating that a society ruled by Mammon and treating men as 
worth no more than the product of their labour destroys them as social and 
human beings. Having adumbrated the idea of social alienation in his earlier 
The European Triarchy, Hess elaborated it more fully in his essay on money. In 
1844 Marx made it the central theme of his Economic and Philosophic Manu- 
scripts, and in the 2oth century the question has been asked to what extent his 
arguments in the Manuscripts were influenced by, or actually borrowed from, 
Hess’s essay, which he had read but rejected. 

The issue of the so-called ‘symbiosis’ between the two was compounded by 
the fact that while Engels acknowledged Hess in 1843 as the leader of ‘philo- 
sophical’ Communism who had converted both him and Marx to it by demon- 
strating ‘that either all the philosophical efforts of the German nation, from 
Kant to Hegel, had been useless... or they must end in Communism’, Marx 
himself, in a famous retrospective account of the development of his opin- 
ions,>* omitted any mention of having started out as a philosophical Commu- 
nist. As neither Marx’s Critique of Hegel’s Doctrine of the State nor his Economic 
nor his Philosophic Manuscripts was to be published until the 2oth century, ‘a 
whole generation of Marxist theorists knew next to nothing (through no fault 
of their own) of Marx’s early philosophical writings’ and were misled to infer 
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‘that Marx had proceeded directly from his discovery of civil society in Hegel’ 
to the construction of mature Marxism.53 

At the same time, the publication of The German Ideology in 1932 was hailed 
as the first work in which Marx and Engels enunciated the ‘scientific’ material- 
ist conception of history, or ‘dialectical materialism’. Once the term dialectical 
materialism — which, like Marxism, was bestowed on Communist doctrine by 
Engels — became the official philosophy of the Soviet Union and Europe’s 
Communist parties, it was to take some time before it was realized that, con- 
trary to the ‘myth inspired by Marx and Engels themselves and perpetuated in 
all “orthodox” Marxist scholarship, both men’, under Hess’s influence, ‘came 
to Communism out of ethical conviction, not out of scientific discovery.’54 

As if to bedevil the concept of the Marx-Hess symbiosis, The German Ideo!- 
ogy contained an indirect criticism of Hess’s ‘vague and mystical’ philosophical 
Communism. From then on, and for many years thereafter, Engels used such a 
rich vocabulary of insult and invective when referring to Hess in his correspon- 
dence with Marx,>5 that loyalist Marx biographers and historians, following in 
his footsteps, made it practically a ritual to belittle Hess and reduce his role in 
the history of Socialism to a marginal one. By the time Avineri introduced the 
concept of ‘symbiosis’, the rehabilitation of Hess was in full swing. During the 
1960s and 1970s, a number of scholars and biographers variously concluded 
that Marx’s essay ‘On the Jewish Question’ was inspired by Hess’s article ‘On 
the Essence of Money’.5° 

In 1978, however, Julius Carlebach pointed out that, though there were some 
points of similarity between the essays by Marx and Hess, there was a much 
stronger case for signs of Hess’s influence on Marx’s famous Economic and 
Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844. Carlebach juxtaposed a number of points 
made by Marx in the Manuscripts with ideas expressed in Hess’s earlier essay on 
money to show parallels not only in theory but in the actual use of words. 

In 1982, in an obvious defence of Marx, S. Na’aman wrote that to bring up 
the delicate problem of ‘influence’ or ‘plagiarism’ was methodologically out of 
place in the case of a group of radical intellectuals who exchanged ideas ‘in end- 
less discussions by day in their places of work and at night in pubs and taverns 
because the terminology they used became common “party” currency.” Avi- 
neri did allow for this factor a few years later, but wrote that ‘even so, it cannot 
be denied that of all his colleagues, it was Hess who influenced Marx more than 
anybody else’ and ‘it was to Hess that he owed more than to anybody else his 
development of social critique.’5® 

Z. Rosen, too, in a study of the intellectual links between Hess and Marx 
published in 1983, had answered Na’aman’s point by remarking that the com- 
mon ‘party’ terminology had not prevented modern scholars from ‘revealing 
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the radical divergence of conceptions between Marx and Engels in spite of 
their forty-year-long exchange of ideas.’5? On the basis of detailed text com- 
parisons, Rosen demonstrated that Hess had an ‘enormous’ influence on 
Marx’s ‘fairly quick’ adoption and development of Communism, an influence 
increasingly reflected in Marx’s writings from his Introduction to the Critique of 
Hegel, through The Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts and his subsequent 
The Holy Family and The German Ideology up to the Marx-Engels Communist 
Manifesto. 

Even Marx’s ‘Theses on Feuerbach’, including Thesis 1 (‘All social life is 
essentially practical’) and the more famous Thesis 2 would, Rosen pointed out, 
have been inconceivable without Hess’s early-expressed perception of ‘social 
and political practice as an instrument for changing reality. 6° 

Even so, the complex relationship between Marx and Hess was not a one-way 
street. From the beginning, Hess propagated Communism as a social movement 
motivated by ethical ‘ideas’ and the dictates of the heart, as he expressed it. 
Although he had been one of the earliest to draw attention to the misery of the 
proletariat, and had characterized its exploitation as ‘organized robbery’, he had 
been furious with its presentation — by Lorenz Stein — as a movement of out- 
casts driven by the primitive ‘needs of the stomach’ to overthrow society based 
on property. Hess saw private property as ‘the practical realization of egoism’, 
which would gradually have to yield to Communism and a ‘whole new relation- 
ship to work’. 

Unlike Marx, Hess (in the words of Isaiah Berlin) believed that ‘social equal- 
ity was desirable because it was just, not because it was inevitable.’ He was out 
to abolish any kind of ‘domination’ by the state, by religion or by any class, and 
to put an end to man’s alienation. The letter of reconciliation he addressed to 
Marx on 28 July 1846, in which he wrote that he agreed with Marx’s view that 
‘it is now necessary to stress the historical and economic foundation of Com- 
munism’, 1.e., ‘the needs of the stomach’, implies that he had adopted the view 
that the proletariat was the chosen class which, by emancipating itself, would 
emancipate mankind. But this did not mean that he had surrendered his mind 
or the dictates of his heart. 

By the end of October 1847, when Engels played his ‘infernal trick’ on Hess, 
the February 1848 revolution was only months away. In the same letter of 
25-26 October in which Engels wrote to Marx about the ‘trick’, he informed 
him that he had been to see Louis Blanc, the French Socialist politician and 
future member of the Provisional Government. 


He told me a great deal about the underground movement now going 
on among the workers... The workers were more revolutionary than 
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ever, but had learned to bide their time, no riots, only major coups 
that would be sure to succeed. The coming revolution, he went on, 
would be quite different from, and much more drastic than, all previ- 
ous ones, and it would be sheer madness to keep on thundering only 
against kings... 


Engels also visited Flocon, the editor of the republican La Réforme and future 
Secretary of the Provisional Government. Whereas Engels introduced himself 
to Louis Blanc as ‘coming with a formal mandate from the London, Brussels 
and Rhineland democrats’, to Flocon he chose to pretend to be an Englishman 
representing the Chartist leader Julian Harney and The Northern Star. Flocon 
knew little about Chartism and happily accepted Engels’s offer to write for his 
paper on English affairs. Engels told Marx that he hoped ‘to imprison Flocon 
still more tightly in our net.’ He did in fact, during the following months, con- 
tribute 9 articles to La Réforme. 

Louis Blanc, the only French politician with whom Marx had established 
mutually cordial relations during the mid-’40, played an important part in his 
and Engels’s plans for the strategy to be pursued by the proletariat in the event 
of revolution. The Communists being too few to overthrow the bourgeoisie on 
their own, they must ally themselves with the Chartists in England and with 
Louis Blanc in France. Not so in Germany. There the bourgeoisie would not 
support a revolution if it was started by the proletariat. But if the Communists 
encouraged the bourgeoisie to revolt and helped it into the saddle, it would pay 
them to keep it in power — until the day when a more developed capitalism . 
invited its own destruction and the proletariat would be strong enough to stage 
its own revolution and seize the power for itself. 

At this very point, a serious rift developed between Marx and Engels on the 
one hand, and Hess on the other, on the tactics to be pursued by the proletariat, 
for Hess believed that the German bourgeoisie was too cowardly to revolt with 
or without the help of the proletariat. 

It now remained to be seen whether the ‘symbiosis’ between Hess and Marx 
would or would not survive the 2nd congress of the ‘Communist’ League — to 
be convened in London on 29 November — whose chief resolution was to 
charge Marx to draft the final version of its programme and principles in The 
Communist Manifesto. 
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Ferdinand Lassalle and Heine’s Inheritance War 


‘Marx must leave today, and I am simply furious,’ Heine had written to Campe 
on 4 February 1845, a couple of days after Marx’s expulsion from Paris. It was 
not the only reason for Heine’s anger, for 1845 had started off for him as badly 
as it had for Marx. A week before the New Year, his uncle Salomon died in 
Hamburg at the age of 75. Mourned by the Augsburg Allgemeine Zeitung as a 
philanthropist ‘known worldwide’ for his many charities, he left, according to 
the Journal des Débats, a fortune of 41 million francs. 

Receiving the news a few days later, Heine wrote to his sister Lotte in Ham- 
burg that the death of the man who had ‘played a great role in my life’ affected 
him deeply: ‘What a heart! What a head!... And how kind he has been to my 
poor pussycat of a mother... To me he often said harsh things’, but ‘concerning 
his last dispositions, I have long been without worry; he said enough to me 
about it or intimated it clearly." 

At the beginning of January, he received a letter from his cousin Karl, Salo- 
mon’s son and chief heir, informing him that his father had left him a lump sum 
of 8,000 Marks in his will. Since ‘you have never understood how to handle 
capital’, Karl offered to give him instead 2,000 francs a year, not in perpetuity or 
as an obligation, but as a gesture of good will. But this hand-out would cease if 
Heine demanded the 8,000 Marks; and in either case, Cousin Karl stipulated 
that Heine must undertake not to publish anything about his uncle before sub- 
mitting it to the family first.” 

Reeling under the devastating double blow -- being deprived of the annual 
pension of 4,800 francs he had been getting from Salomon (which he had 
understood would go on until his or Mathilde’s death) plus the humiliating 
proposal to sell his conscience for a pittance and to be placed financially and as a 
writer under his cousin’s tutelage — Heine fainted upon reading the letter. 

Modern scholars, noting that Salomon Heine left to his employees gratuities 
ranging up to 40,000 Marks, have calculated that the original pension Heine 
expected to get amounted to ‘a little over three-hundredths of one percent’ of 
the 15,000,000 francs his cousin Karl had personally inherited; and it has been 
suggested that Karl and his wife Cécile, in cahoots with his brother-in-law Dr 
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Adolph Halle, had together persuaded the dying banker that the family must 
have a lever to protect its reputation against anything his talented but unpre- 
dictable nephew might say about him in the Memoirs he might one day publish.3 

Heine certainly believed that the three had plotted against him. On 8 Janu- 
ary, he rejected his cousin’s arrogant proposal out of hand, but sent his letter to 
him in an open envelope to Campe, asking his publisher to make a copy of it for 
himself before sealing the original and conveying it to his cousin. He wanted 
Campe to act as his confidential middleman and wrote that he was ready for a 
‘battle to the death in the courts as well as in the court of public opinion.” 

Thus started the ‘Inheritance War’ that was to preoccupy Heine for the next 
two years. It was to be fought with no holds barred and at times with the feroc- 
ity peculiar to family feuds. Heine threatened Karl with a lawsuit, but he knew 
that his chances in court were not very promising. For whatever Uncle Salomon 
had verbally said or ‘intimated’ to him, he had given him nothing in writing. 
The only evidence of sorts that Heine finally obtained was a letter from Meyer- 
beer, in which the composer attested that ‘to the best of my memory the late 
Salomon Heine granted you a pension of 4,000 francs — and not 4,800 — for life. 
Since J myself, at your request, brought up the matter with him, I do faintly 
recall the benevolent old gentleman saying that he hoped this pension would 
protect you in your old age.’> 

Heine felt stronger in the ‘court of public opinion’, and almost simultane- 
ously with his approach to Campe he began to mobilize his friends in Germany 
to start a press campaign that would instil the fear of God in his family. ‘Public 
opinion will easily side with the poet — against the millionaires,’ he wrote to 
Johann Detmold, urging him to attack Uncle Salomon’s son-in-law, Dr Adolph 
Halle. Heine thought that Halle, who presided over Hamburg’s Commercial 
Court, was particularly susceptible to criticism because he hoped to be nomi- 
nated to the Hamburg Senate. 

By 20 January, Detmold (in the Kölnische Zeitung) and not many weeks later 
Ignaz Kuranda (in the widely read periodical Die Grenzboten) were variously 
presenting Dr Halle as a parvenu risen to great riches through his father-in-law’s 
will and pointing a finger at him as the person who might have influenced the old 
man to leave Heine no more than pin money. The writers wondered, ‘How was it 
that the most distinguished member of the Heine family, the genius whose name 
will be remembered long after its millions of gold pieces are gone, should have 
been thrown a bone, and treated like a beggar and a nuisance?”® 

All this, based on hints thrown out by Heine himself, reflected his feeling 
that the clique of mediocrities surrounding Uncle Salomon had ‘waited twenty 
years’ to satisfy its ‘bitter envy of genius’ before attacking him ‘with outrageous 
infamy’. 
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In the battles that followed neither party covered itself with glory. Heine had 
written to Detmold on g January that he was ready to ‘throw mud’ at his rela- 
tives, ‘they are not accustomed to it, whereas I can put up with waggon-loads 
and prosper like a flower on a dung-heap.” He went even further and sent Hein- 
rich Laube, the influential playwright and newspaper editor, two articles for 
publication in Leipzig. Both were composed by himself, but while the first was 
‘an attack’ upon his family, the second was ‘a defence against this attack, which 
I have made as perfidiously stupid as possible, in the style used by people who 
defend the rich.” To erase all traces of his authorship, he asked Laube to destroy 
both manuscripts. 

Laube published the first article on 22 February in Brockhaus’s Deutsche All- 
gemeine Zeitung; the second appeared in March in Die Grenzboten. Heine’s justi- 
fication — to himself and to his friends — for resorting to such methods was that 
the attempt of his relatives to strangle his voice was tantamount to a ‘dastardly 
assassination’; that his pen was his only weapon; and that he was fighting not 
only for justice but for his existence and Mathilde’s future. Mathilde’s reaction 
to the loss of their pension had been to sit for two days ‘stony-faced like a statue 
by the fireside, without uttering a word.’ When she came out of her shock she 
became all the more vehement, giving Heine not a moment’s rest. ‘My domestic 
Vesuvius, which has lain dormant for three years’, he wrote to Detmold, ‘has 
begun to spit fire.’ 

To add to his vexations, the start of the Hamburg ‘Inheritance War’ coin- 
cided with the suppression of the Paris Vorwärts! and the persecution of its 
contributors. Furious as he was at Marx’s expulsion, the fact that his own name 
had been taken off the list of those expelled only after an interpellation in the 
Chamber of Deputies showed him that political asylum in France was no life 
insurance. ‘My wife is ill, and I’m half-blind,’ he wrote to Campe on 4 Febru- 
ary. And since his collapse, he suffered from a ‘nervous fever’. 

The turmoil of the ‘Inheritance War’ was injurious to his health, but Heine 
was not one to take things lying down. He had been hurt in his self-esteem and 
his pride — and by whom? By his own cousin Karl, whose life he had saved at 
some risk to his own by nursing him through the terrible cholera epidemic of 
1831 in Paris, and whose marriage to the lovely Cécile Fould he had later helped 
to arrange. Disgusted with life and the world, yet determined to fight, Heine 
wrote, ‘Unfortunately, my will is as rigid as that of a madman — that is in my 
nature.’ Madman or not, he alternated between fits of rage and anxiety. But 
even if his moves were often contradictory, there was a certain strategy to them. 
The lawyer recommended by Campe had advised that Karl Heine would do 
everything to avoid being dragged to court. Heine did not agree. Cousin Karl, 
he wrote to Campe on 4 February, ‘is as obdurate as he is uncommunicative. 
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Unlike his father, who courted public opinion, Karl Heine is completely indiff- 
erent to it.’ A lawsuit would only make him more stubborn. But Karl ‘has three 
passions: women, cigars and tranquillity.’ While he could not take away his 
cousin’s women or his cigars, he could unsettle his peace of mind by keeping his 
name constantly in the newspapers, writing memoirs and making God and the 
world his witnesses. The lawsuit, he explained, was only the backdrop for these 
‘and other tribulations I can think up.’ 

Indeed, with the articles mentioned appearing one after another between 
January and March, the first phase of the Inheritance War was hardly played 
out before the German and European public when Heine launched another 
move. He sent Campe a power of attorney delegating the publisher to represent 
all his legal claims in cooperation with the lawyer and at the same time 
instructed him to obtain from Karl Heine the 8,000 Marks left him in his 
uncle’s will, without prejudice to the chief matter under dispute, the promised 
life-long pension of which he had been deprived. 

On that matter, he was ready for a compromise settlement compatible with 
his honour. If his full pension of 4,800 francs was restored for life in a legal 
document, he would promise on his honour never to write anything about his 
miserable ‘pack’ of Hamburg relatives. He stressed that, although he would 
never accept any family censorship, he was ready to reverse himself to this 
extent and let the whole pack ‘enjoy their obscure existence until death confines 
them to oblivion.” 

In April 1845, his cousin Karl duly paid Heine 7,600 Marks — representing 
the 8,000 left him in his uncle’s will, minus 5 per cent inheritance tax. But oth- 
erwise he remained unperturbed by press discussion of the affair or personal 
appeals, and would not budge from his original conditions. A year later, in 
answer to an intervention by Prince Piickler-Muskau on Heine’s behalf, he was 
still obstinately declaring that ‘there are things which must first be wiped out by 
repentance and good behaviour.’ Karl Heine was obviously bent on compelling 
the rebellious poet to submission as well as humiliating him. His behaviour has 
been aptly summed up by Jeffrey Sammons: 


The chilly impudence of his letters in the matter is quite stunning 
when one considers that they were addressed, by a man whose chief 
accomplishment in life was to have been born to a rich father, to a 
man who was his cousin, twelve years his senior, and one of the most 
eminent literary figures in the world... Suppose he had taken the 
opposite tack and regarded it as an honour to be the friendly patron 
of Heinrich Heine?... Karl would have come down to posterity as a 
benefactor of culture, [instead of] a mean-spirited boor.'® 
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In mid-August, Karl Heine, sticking to his initial offer to give his illustrious cou- 
sin 2,000 francs a year as a non-obligatory act of charity so long as he kept silent, 
sent him this sum. It was less than half the pension Heine had been receiving 
from his uncle, and the unyielding Karl made no further commitment. By now, 
8 months into his campaign, Heine realized that he had landed himself in a war 
of attrition that was sapping his health. At the beginning of the summer, though 
half-blind, he had still been socializing with Berlioz, the Princess Belgiojoso, 
Gautier and others; he had also maintained a vast correspondence and invested 
some money in railway shares on a tip from Baron Rothschild. 

At the beginning of July, however, shortly after he had started a cure at the 
sulphur baths of Montmorency, he became half-paralyzed and bedridden, with 
the upper part of his body immobilized. He recovered, and on the 21st, on his 
feet again but weak, he wrote to Campe that Karl Heine ‘has committed a terri- 
ble sin against me without even realizing the consequences of his misdeed.’ His 
chief concern was to recover his health, and let his unfinished family feud wait, 
as he must avoid all excitement and refrain from ‘disgusting expectorations’. At 
the same time, he hoped to start work on the enlarged and improved version of 
Atta Troll — originally serialized in Laube’s Journal for the Elegant World — which 
Campe planned to issue in book form. He promised to send him the material 
soon and remarked that his health was ‘by no means as bad as rumoured in 
Germany’, where reports about his deteriorating condition had appeared. 

Between July and September of that summer, the Vatican placed Heine’s 
New Poems on the Index of Prohibited Books. Translations of his poems con- 
tinued to appear in Moscow; the Foreign Quarterly Review carried an article on 
his Germany, A Winter’s Tale and the Dublin University Magazine published 
excerpts from it. But for occasional trips to Paris — where he met Meyerbeer 
and obtained the latter’s written confirmation of his claim to the full pension — 
Heine spent all those months at a small country house with a garden at Mont- 
morency, where Mathilde looked after him. 

He had not written to Campe since July. On 31 October, a fortnight after he 
returned to Paris for the winter, he sent an apologetic letter, in which he sought 
to explain why he had not yet sent the ‘long-promised’ passages to be inserted 
in the book version of Atta Troll: ‘My misfortunes this year have so depressed 
me that to this day I have been unable to work up the cheerful mood in which 
the missing passages should be cast... I can no longer deny the wound which has 
been inflicted upon me, and it will be years before the old humour bubbles forth 
again.’ 

His left eye had been shut since January and the right one was ‘blurred and 
lame. I can still write, but cannot read.’ He mentioned that practically everyone, 
including Meyerbeer, had advised him to give in to his cousin’s demand that he 
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never write anything about Uncle Salomon; and that all his own appeals to Karl 
Heine to continue paying him Uncle Salomon’s full pension, ‘if only as an act of 
charity for which I will show my gratitude,’ had been fruitless. In a significant 
passage of this letter to Campe he added: ‘I am not ready to discuss any further 
terms — my dignity as an author and the freedom of my pen are at stake, even if 
for humanitarian reasons I am ready to submit to family considerations. ”"! 

With his creativity as well as his health now ruinously affected by this run- 
ning conflict, a tired Heine was about ready to give up the year-long fight. But 
some time before the end of 1845, Ferdinand Lassalle, newly arrived in Paris, 
came to see him. This 20-year-old man, tall, bright, dandyish, fiery and ambi- 
tious, had so much firmness of character, compelling logic and fighting spirit 
that in almost no time, during his relatively short visit, he rekindled Heine’s 
own flagging spirit and made him resume the Inheritance War with renewed 
energy and vigour. 


Lassalle was at the time midway through his final year of studies at Berlin Uni- 
versity. The previous year, on his way from Berlin to his native Breslau, he had 
witnessed Prussia’s bloody suppression of the Silesian weavers’ strike. But 
already in 1840, when he was barely 15, he had noted in his diary: ‘One’s heart 
cries when one sees what a big jail Germany is, how human rights are trampled 
underfoot.’ Like Hess and Engels, Lassalle was the son of a God-fearing, pros- 
perous merchant. Like them, he had early decided to shun ‘a career in the 
counting-house’. He did not want to become a ‘smiling cowardly court flunkey’, 
and swearing to bring ‘the annunciation of liberty to all the nations, even if I die 
in the attempt’, he wrote in his diary 4 months after his 15th birthday: ‘From 
Paris, the land of liberty, I shall... send forth the word to all the nations of the 
earth and the teeth of all the princes shall be set clattering at the news: Their 
time is up." 

Unlike Hess and Engels, however, Lassalle had doting parents who could 
deny him nothing. He grew up in a comfortable house, on the ground floor of 
which — in premises known by their shape as ‘the Vault’ — his father carried ona 
wholesale trade in cotton and silks. A precocious boy, he was bored at school, 
inattentive during lessons, and often played truant, preferring to spend his time 
in cafés, playing chess, whist or billiards. By the time he was in the fifth form of 
high school, he had so often forged his mother’s, and sometimes his father’s, 
signature on school certificates censuring him for ‘bad behaviour’ that he felt he 
was about to be caught. Fearing the consequences and racking his brain as to 
how to cope with them, he found no better solution than to feign a sudden 
interest in business and got his adoring father to send him away to the expensive 
Academy of Commerce in Leipzig before the forgery was discovered. 
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His father, Hyman Lassal — it was only in Paris that the son adopted the 
name of Lassalle, to identify himself with a figure of the French Revolution — 
realized the boy’s exceptional intelligence and had decided to help him in every 
way to achieve the brilliant career for which he seemed destined. The boy was 
quick to exploit this. He loved his father but, in a reversal of roles, was ulti- 
mately to became his educator. The father realized only gradually that he was 
nursing a rebel at his breast. 

At Leipzig, Lassalle had excellent marks, but became the bane of his teachers 
by delivering ‘the most splendid speeches of Robespierre in class. With the 
fiercest eloquence at my disposal,’ he wrote to his father, ‘I am doing my best to 
inflame the cold hearts of the German lads.’ 

His teachers were hardly enthusiastic. ‘A merchant who quotes Socrates and 
Cicero is sure to go bankrupt sooner or later,’ one of them remarked. But a mer- 
chant was the last thing Ferdinand wanted to become, and having got himself to 
Leipzig on false pretenses, he spent much of his time in cafés, inns and the 
theatre. 

He first showed his mettle a year later, when he abruptly returned to Breslau 
and registered for the final high school examination as an external or ‘wild’ stu- 
dent at the local Catholic Gymnasium. Being still under 17, he had to obtain a 
special dispensation from the Ministry of Education, but failed the test. He 
found out that all the teachers had actually passed him — his Latin, Greek and 
German essays were the best of the papers submitted — but, much to their 
shame and embarrassment, the Government Inspector insisted on failing him 
on the grounds of ‘immaturity of character’. One of the reasons given by the 
Inspector was that, against his father’s will, he had changed the plan to study 
commerce in favour of devoting himself to the sciences. 

In an unprecedented step for a pupil, Ferdinand appealed over the heads of 
the local authorities to the Prussian Minister of Education, Eichhorn. Submit- 
ting detailed proofs of what had happened, he challenged the Inspector’s deci- 
sion and cited Martin Luther’s change of mind: 


The whole world sees it as a praiseworthy firmness and maturity of 
character that Luther decided not to sacrifice his favourite study, the- 
ology, to the study of law. Why does my preferring the study of the 
sciences to those of commerce denote an immaturity of character’... 
And is it so unheard-of that a youth should leave the road planned 
for him and turn into the direction to which he is drawn by taste and 
inclination, vocation and feeling?'3 


On 24 August 1842, after reviewing his examination papers and the whole case, 
Eichhorn granted him permission to take the examination again, not necessar- 
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ily in Breslau, but ‘before any commission of your choosing’. This time Ferdi- 
nand passed with flying colours. Having extricated himself from a predicament 
of his own making — his flight to Leipzig — he enrolled at Breslau University. He 
was to spend the next 4 years studying there and at Berlin University, in accor- 
dance with a well-conceived plan, actually a life-plan, he had formed early on. 

In April or May 1841, around his 16th birthday, he had told his father that he 
was determined to seek a public career and that his vocation would require 
expensive studies. ‘He was surprised’, Ferdinand recorded in his diary, ‘but said 
he needed a little while to consider it. I ventured to reply that there was not 
much to consider, I only wanted his agreement, for nothing would deflect me 
from my decision. 

‘It was of course a bit strong of me’, he admitted, ‘to leave my father no 
choice in the matter and I had to overcome a little inner struggle.’ The young 
Lassalle knew that his ‘tired’ father was financially over-burdened by support- 
ing a married daughter and her husband and was waiting for his only son to 
grow up and take over his wholesale business in Breslau. Yet the boy’s firmness 
of will prevailed over his sympathy for his weary parent, as shown in this con- 
versation with his father: 


Nevertheless, I declared that I had to follow my inclination and un- 
mistakable vocation... He asked what I wished to study. I replied: 
‘The most comprehensive study in the world, that which is most 
closely bound up with the interests of mankind, the study of history.’ 
My father asked what I would live on, since in Prussia [as a Jew] I 
was barred from government posts or a teaching position, and since I 
did not want to be separated from my parents. My God, as if that 
was not inevitable and could be helped! Aloud I said only that I 


would know how to support myself anywhere. 


My father asked why I did not want to study medicine or law [two 
professions accessible to young men of his origin]. “Doctors and 
lawyers’, I replied, ‘are merchants who sell their knowledge. Scholars 
often do the same... I want to study for the sake of the cause, in order 
to be effective in it.” These days, I said, a struggle is going on for the 


noblest ideals of mankind. 


Did he think of becoming a poet, his father asked. ‘No’, Ferdinand Lassalle 
replied. But there was a new force in the world: public opinion. ‘In every 
country, every nation, men have now risen who fight by the word, fall by the 
word or achieve victory by it.’ The cause, he explained, was the struggle against 
the existing order. This had not ended with ‘the necessarily terrible eruption’ of 
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the French Revolution, but continued to be ‘waged without cease not by means 
of crude physical power, but by the power of the mind. 

‘Later, of course’, he added, ‘the truth will have to be supported by physical 
force,’ for the crowned heads would not easily abdicate their privileges. 

His father was stunned into silence. He came of a learned family in Upper 
Silesia but, orphaned in his youth, he had worked his way up from scratch to 
the position of a respected town councillor. Although liberal-minded, and used 
to surprises from his undisciplined son, he did not relish the idea of his using 
his gifts to become a revolutionary agitator. 

‘My father was silent for a long time, and then he said: “My son, I do not 
deny that there is truth in what you say. But why do you insist on becoming a 
martyr, you, our only joy, hope and support?...”” 

Lassalle pondered his father’s words. The answer he entered in his diary in 
May 1841 gave promise of the man: ‘Why? Because God has given me a voice 
that calls me to the struggle, as well as a fighter’s strength and aptitude! Because 
for a noble cause I am ready both to fight and to suffer. And because I will not 
deceive God or betray the power given me for a certain purpose. In short, 
because I cannot do otherwise!’'4 

Besides annoying his teachers in elementary school by his ‘forward’ manner, 
young Ferdinand’s rebellious temperament had first manifested itself in his 
reaction to a report on the tortures endured by the Jews of Damascus during 
the 1840 ‘blood libel’ affair. Furiously he wrote in his diary: 


Was there a revolution more just than that of the Jews of that city, 
if they would rise up, burn Damascus, blow up the towers and kill 
themselves together with their torturers?... Even the Christians won- 
der at the sluggishness of our blood... wonder that we do not rise in 
revolt, in order that we may die on the battlefield, rather than in the 
torture chamber.'5 


But his attachment to the assimilationist Judaism practised by his father was 
weak, and precisely because the Jews did not revolt but allowed themselves to be 
treated like pariahs, he there and then decided to embrace the larger cause of 
humanity. Within months of his emotional outburst, he was fascinated by the 
ideas of the French Revolution, reading the works of Rousseau and Voltaire and 
those of Heine and Borne. He loved ‘this Heine, he is my second self,’ he wrote 
in his diary about the time when he was reciting the speeches of Robespierre to 
his classmates in Leipzig. During the general assault on Heine following his 
sacrilegious memoir on Borne, he published an anonymous article in Heine’s 
defence, challenging his attackers to a duel. None of the readers of the Bres- 
lauer Zeitung guessed that the challenge came from a 16-year-old boy. 
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Neither at Breslau University, nor in Berlin, did Ferdinand Lassalle lead a 
regular student’s life. For one thing, having decided on a salvationist role, his 
mind was focused on a single question, the answer to which was not in the cur- 
riculum: How did history work, and how could he insert himself in its move- 
ment and play an effective role on the public stage? For another, within a 
fortnight of having registered for 6 courses at Berlin University, he found out 
that there was nothing its professors could teach him that he could not more 
fruitfully study by himself. With extraordinary self-reliance and a certain 
conceit he wrote to his father on 13 May 1844, ‘out of curiosity I shall attend a 
couple of Schelling’s lectures. I expect nothing of him but intuition and mysti- 
cism; Trendelenburg offers reflection, the Hegelians only boredom and high- 
powered trivialities, but no real philosophy.’ 

Lassalle had discovered philosophy at 18 ~ or, as he put it in his lordly manner, 
‘Philosophy came up to me’ — during his second year at Breslau University. It 
opened a new world to him. He continued to frequent saloons and beer cellars, 
but instead of playing billiards it became his favourite pastime to hold forth on 
Hegel to groups of admiring fellow-students until late into the night. At the same 
time, he led several student protests — against the dismissal of one professor and 
against the derogatory remarks made by another about Feuerbach’s philosophy — 
and was several times jailed in the university Karzer for rowdiness. 

In Berlin, as if to make up for this unruly period and for all his years as a 
‘foolish boy’, he subjected himself to a rigorous discipline and stuck for about a 
year to the following schedule: 


I attend only two courses... meaning that I spend only one hour a day 
at the university. I get up at four in the morning, and study Hegel 
until nine; at nine I go to the university; at ten I am back, slip into a 
housecoat... and work without interruption until ten in the evening; 
at ten I go to sleep... I leave the house only twice a week to have lunch 


outside. Otherwise I take my meals at home. 6 


Installed in an elegant apartment in Unter den Linden paid for by his father, 
Lassalle lived at this time a frugal life in stark contrast to his innate love for 
luxury and, later, a fashionable lifestyle. The only relaxation he allowed himself 
was to take riding lessons. His father had sent him a whole list of acquaintances 
to visit, but Ferdinand replied that he had no time to waste on them or their 
‘sons, doctors and similar rabble. I have much to do. My fingernails are burn- 
ing.’ He was out to master Hegel, and he did so, in the words of his modern 
biographer, by dint of a phenomenal memory and ‘the ability to absorb an enor- 
mous amount of knowledge... Soon he surpassed most of his teachers both in 
erudition as well as in the application of this knowledge.”7 
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If his coffechouse companions at Breslau had marvelled at his quoting and 
analyzing the most obscure passages in Hegel by heart, in Berlin — at a soirée 
in the house of the Berlin banker Joseph Mendelssohn — he was to intervene in 
a philosophical dispute and to correct the august Alexander von Humboldt 
himself on a point concerning a statement by Hegel. Whereas Humboldt later 
that night looked up the passage at home and sent a note to the hostess asking 
her to inform Lassalle that he had been right, she, thinking that it was an 
effrontery on the part of a young man to publicly prove the great Humboldt 
wrong, kept the note to herself. But the story soon made the rounds of Berlin. 
And even S. Na’aman, in the most comprehensive critical biography of Las- 
salle, though unsparing in the presentation of his foibles, has rated what he 
accomplished in one year in Berlin as an ‘enormous’ achievement, explicable 
only by the concentrated intensity of his effort.'8 

The ascetic self-discipline of his son during that year of study had made 
Lassalle’s father express the hope that the rowdy Breslau ‘chapter’ of his life 
was now over and would not repeat itself. The 19-year-old Ferdinand taught 
him one better. In his letter of 13 May, he told his father that ‘a chapter is only a 
qualitative phase in the development of the mind... I have now achieved the 
highest phase and can only develop quantitatively.’ Before that, from the day he 
was born until he went to Leipzig, he had gone through the phase of being ‘a 
foolish boy’; this had been followed by the empty Leipzig phase; as for the last 
phase, he wrote that ‘two and a half years ago I shed my skin for the third time’ 
and went on to declare: 


Philosophy came up to me, and she gave birth to me anew in the 
spirit. This spiritual rebirth gave me the full absolute powers of the 
human spirit, the objective substance of morality, of reason, etc.; in 
short, I became self-comprehending reason, tantamount to self-con- 
scious God in the sense of the mind that comprehends the phenome- 
non and actualisation of the divine. And he who has been a god will 
never again be ‘a foolish boy’!!! 


What Lassalle was telling his father in these and other words was that through 
philosophy he had matured into a man. Not only that; ‘the philosopher appro- 
priates the entire experience of world history from Anno 1 to the present day 
and makes it his own... He matures in the very process of historic life; he is 
taught by historic life, that is by God himself. That is how I matured and was 
taught, basta!’ 

Hegel and his concept of the hidden absolute Idea governing the actions of 
men had given the young Ferdinand the key to understanding the process of 
history. The world was an ever-changing reality made up of an infinite multi- 
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tude of little facts and occurrences; all these flowed into the wide stream of 
history; but the man who had the philosophic knowledge of the forces activat- 
ing history could not only foresee its course, but by his own action become one 
of the ‘waves’ influencing this current. 

For the youngster who had reached the highest stage of the development of 
the mind there remained the question how to translate his knowledge into prac- 
tical action. On 12 June, within a month of his earlier letter to his father, Ferdi- 
nand was sending him another with his comments on the Silesian weavers’ 
revolt: ‘Have you noticed anything? Do you hear the storm gathering on the 
horizon? Don’t be afraid, it will go away this time, it will pass yet another time — 
but then all hell will break loose!” 

Hegel, in his closing lecture on the history of philosophy, had urged his dis- 
ciples at all times and everywhere to help the Zeitgeist manifest itself. As though 
echoing him, Ferdinand pointed out to his father: ‘You write that we live in agi- 
tated times. Yes, very agitated, but thanks be to the Holy Virgin, time has 
started moving at last, away from the sinful old indolence into which it has 
fallen.’ The hungry weavers’ revolt and the increasing social polarization repre- 
sented at the other end by huge stock exchange speculations were symptoms of 
the Zeitgeist’s moving towards a crisis. 

‘Or are you really so blind, deaf, stupid and paralyzed in all your senses’, he 
went on, ‘not to notice what it all means?’ And addressing not only his father 
but an unseen audience, he concluded: 


Do not be deceived, the beginning of the war between the poor and 
the rich is terribly close. We are witnessing the first stirrings of Com- 
munism which has both theoretically and in practice penetrated our 
. veins. We are witnessing the first birthpangs of an embryo and I ask 
you, what kind of medics are these who, while the mother is in 
labour, would firmly block her uterus? Do they believe they will be 
able to prevent the birth? The child will find its way out — only the 


mother will be ruined...”° 


During his solitary existence in Berlin, Lassalle continued to use his father as a 
sounding-board for his ideas. On 6 September, less than three months after he had 
notified him of the ‘birthpangs’ of Communism, he sent him another message — to 
become known as his ‘Letter on Industry’ — to show him that industrial expansion 
carried within it the seeds of its own destruction. Reporting on a visit to the 1844 
Industrial Exhibition staged at the Arsenal in Berlin, he pointed out ironically that 
‘industry has removed the weapons from the arsenal to show that the future is one 
of peace and prosperity, without the exhibitors realizing that the flourishing 
growth of industry actually presages the approach of the bloodiest war.’ 
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When he emerged from his seclusion and before he left Berlin, the eloquent 
young Lassalle found ready disciples who, fascinated both by his personality 
and by the mysteries of the Hegelian dialectics into which he initiated them, 
fell completely under his spell. In mid-September 1845, some time after he 
returned to Breslau, Lassalle addressed to them his so-called ‘War Manifesto 
against the World’, a letter of some 18 pages when printed. 

Between them, the ‘Letter on Industry’ to his father and the ‘War Manifesto’ 
— written a year later — marked Lassalle’s transition from theory to practice. 
They comprised his outline of the fundamental ideas which were later to guide 
his political action. 

‘Communism’, he postulated, ‘requires continuous industrial development,’ 
but not for the same reason that animates industrial expansion in the state based 
on property. In earlier times the man without property consoled himself for his 
inability to give external expression to his subjective individuality by devoting 
his life to God, the commonality, the state. In the bourgeois state which had 
emerged since the French Revolution, property and money, replacing God and 
every other value, robbed the poverty-striken proletarian of the little he had 
and turned him into ‘a hollow shell’. Hence the growing disaffection and fury of 
the toiling masses. 

Lassalle acknowledged that industry was one of the essential and creative 
foundations of the state, but on the negative side property, greed and competi- 
tion had turned it into ‘organized robbery’, the war of all against all; and the 
more it expanded, the greater the misery it created. Communism, too, would 
promote maximum industrial progress, but would abolish the division of labour 
which allowed capitalism to rule politics while excluding the labour force which 
produced its wealth from the political process. 

Lassalle, in short, saw in industry a rising ‘world power’, but one that was 
only a forerunner of Communism. Industrial expansion, he wrote, ‘is grist to 
our mill’, Instead of an atomized society, Communism would guarantee every- 
one both property and the possibility of asserting his talent and his subjective 
individuality, turning him into a full and active participant in the ‘organic total- 
ity’ of a democratic state, a true citoyen. 

In the diary he had kept for a little over a year until shortly after his 16th 
birthday, he fixed with remarkable clarity and firmness for his age the aims he 
wished to pursue in life. He was 7 years younger than Marx, and Engels’s junior 
by 5. In his 1844 ‘Letter on Industry’ and the 1845 ‘War Manifesto’ he achieved 
for himself single-handedly the same sort of ‘self-clarification’ which Marx and 
Engels spent much of their time on in 1845—46 in The German Ideology. 

‘A revolutionary since 1840, and a Socialist since 1844,’ as he was later to call 
himself, Lassalle — against the hypocrisy of the existing propertied state — pro- 
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claimed in his “War Manifesto’ that his proposed transformation of it was sup- 
ported by justice and morality. At the same time, he buttressed it philoso- 
phically with the ‘almighty power of the mind’ and the ‘power of the will as its 
practical executor’. Declaring philosophy to be his only religion, he wrote that 
the mind or the purposeful ‘Idea’ had always governed the movement of history, 
but whereas in the transition from age to age its travail had often foundered on 
the obstacles of reality, ‘now that it has become conscious of its almightiness it 
must exercise its sovereignty’ and he, Lassalle, had the necessary will to lead its 
effort. 

‘From head to toe, asleep or awake, I am nothing but will,’ he wrote. He had 
proved it during his ascetic year in Berlin by subjecting his body day and night 
to the most rigorous discipline commanded by his thought. Armed with the 
philosopher’s faculty of ‘seeing through the world situation’ and this formida- 
ble will, he saw himself as ‘lord of the earth, whose breath of fire nothing can 
resist’ and ready to swing the ‘weapon of Zeus, the lightning of knowledge’ 
against the god of Mammon. 

Like Marx, Lassalle cursed money for standing in the way of man’s self-real- 
ization. ‘The day will come when we shall topple this glowing Moloch and 
throw his priests after him to be consumed in the flames,’ he wrote in the ‘War 
Manifesto’. He and the three disciples to whom it was addressed — Dr Arnold 
Mendelssohn, a nephew of the banker Joseph Mendelssohn; Alexander Oppen- 
heim, a junior court clerk; and Albert Lehfeldt, a former fellow-student of his — 
were ‘no proletarians. We have all the money we need.’ But this, he impressed 
on them, did not mean that they must wait for the uninformed ‘herd’ to wake 
up and start its stampede towards redemption. 

As carriers of the ‘Idea’, morally bound to each other and to no one else in the 
world, they must ‘conquer’ money. Unlike Marx, the young Lassalle realized that 
‘money is the key to the locked reality of the present-day world’ and instructed 
his disciples that ‘we must get hold of this key.’ Industry was to be beaten with its 
own weapons, money with money and propaganda too — the ‘power of the word’, 
of which he had spoken to his father — required money. For the rest, with his 
‘knowledge’ of the working of the historic process and the ‘power of the will as 
its practical executor’, he would provide the necessary leadership. 

Lassalle concluded his ‘War Manifesto against the World’ with the slogan 
Vainquons! and asked his three faithfuls to mark their agreement with his ideas 
by appending their signatures to it.”" 

Dr Arnold Mendelssohn, whom Lassalle had met in Berlin at the house of 
his uncle, the banker, was a physician in his early 30s. A grandson of the phi- 
losopher Moses Mendelssohn, he was so captivated by Lassalle’s personality 
and his interpretation of the world that in order to be closer to him in Berlin he 
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proposed and arranged that they rent an apartment together. Oppenheim like- 
wise fell completely in thrall to this domineering young man, and he and 
Mendelssohn were presently to prove that they were ready to go through fire 
and water for him. 

At the time he wrote the ‘War Manifesto’, Lassalle was in Breslau working on 
a study of the philosophy of Heraclitus. As determined as he was to lead a revo- 
lution, he was no less sure that he would make his name as a scholar. And so he 
eventually did. Although in November or December, itching for action, he went 
to Paris and soon afterwards became too busy fighting his first public campaigns 
to complete his doctoral thesis, his two-volume study, The Philosophy of Heracli- 
tus, the Dark One — when finally published in 1858, after he had years of revolu- 
tionary activity and a term of political imprisonment behind him — opened to 
him the doors of Berlin’s intellectual élite and its exclusive ‘Philosophic Society’. 

The purpose of Lassalle’s first visit to Paris, where he stayed until the begin- 
ning of January 1846, was twofold. First and foremost, he wanted to see Heine, 
of whom, while still a teenager, he had written in his diary that he admired ‘the 
boldness of his ideas and the smashing power of his language, ... to conjure up 
our gentle longings as well as our furious wrath.’?? According to a schoolmate at 
the Leipzig Commercial Academy, his greatest wish at the time ‘was to live in 
Paris by the side of Heine’. But this was also a business trip, connected with his 
decision that, in order to become a Socialist politician and propagate his ideas 
with any chance of success, he must get hold of ‘money, the key to reality’. Las- 
salle had a cousin, Ferdinand Friedländer, who was also his brother-in-law, 
having married Lassalle’s elder sister Friederike. This man was a self-taught 
engineer and something of an adventurer. He had accompanied Prince Des- 
cazes on his tour of Persia and it was he who in 1840 had furnished Heine with 
details for his articles on the ‘Damascus Affair’. By 1845 Friedlander, who later 
called himself Chevalier Friedland, had used his technical skill and enterprise 
to install gas-lighting in Breslau. 

Although Lassalle spoke of Communism in 1844-45, he was, after years of 
friendship and cooperation with Marx, to develop his own concept of industrial 
Socialism based on the rule of law. Having realized that industry was a ‘world 
power’, he not only followed Friedland’s efforts with great interest but latched 
on to them by persuading his father to invest in his next project, which was to 
install gas-lighting in Prague. Friedland had preceded Lassalle to Paris to 
discuss the overall financing of this project with the Belgian share company Iris, 
which had its headquarters in Paris. Either before or during Lassalle’s visit, 
Friedland also persuaded Heine to invest 12,500 francs in the Prague venture. 

The handsome and charismatic Lassalle made an extraordinary impression 
on Heine, almost as though he had seen in him the image of his own youth. 
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They had much to talk about: literature, philosophy, the Silesian weavers’ strike, 
the Prague gas-lighting project, and possibly also the fate of Vormédirts! and the 
expulsion of Marx, with some of whose writings Lassalle was likely to have 
been familiar. 

Besides feeling so invigorated by Lassalle’s company that he took the young 
man on a tour of the Paris dance-halls and brothels, Heine recognized in him 
those qualities which within two years were to make him an acclaimed political 
tribune. The young man undertook to fight for Heine in his Inheritance War all 
the more eagerly as his championship of the libertarian ‘genius’ against the aris- 
tocracy of money trying to muzzle him had, in the circumstances of the time in 
Germany, political significance as well as the makings of a case that would pro- 
pel him on to the public stage. 

On 3 January 1846, Heine gave Lassalle a letter of introduction to Varnhagen 
von Ense in Berlin, in which he wrote of this new ‘gladiator’ who had offered 
his services to him: ‘My friend, Herr Lassalle, is a young man of quite excep- 
tional intellectual quality. Together with thorough scholarship, wide knowledge 
and the most acute faculty of perception I have ever encountered he combines 
an amazing energy of will and aptitude for action.’ 

Heine’s letter to Varnhagen went on: 


Herr Lassalle is a pronounced member of the new generation which 
wants to know nothing of the renunciation and modesty with which 
we more or less hypocritically came to terms with our world. This 
new generation means to enjoy life and show its worth in the open, 
whereas we of the older generation prostrated ourselves before the 
invisible; we sought shadowy kisses and the perfume of blue flowers. 
We renounced much and lamented it, and yet we were perhaps 
happier than these tough gladiators who so proudly march to death 


in battle.?3 


If this last sounded like a reservation, it was. Though he admired the fiery 
youth who combined a passion for action with a cool mind, Heine feared that 
his daring might ultimately lead to reckless excess. Nevertheless, he could not 
resist Lassalle’s argument that the time for compromise was over. Accordingly, 
he broke off relations with Meyerbeer — who, while attesting that he had been 
promised a life-long pension, advocated conciliation — and wrote to Campe 
that, after a miserable year of ‘constant conflict betwwen my heart and mind’, 
he realized that tears and pleas would not move Cousin Karl’s inhuman heart, 
and that instead of ‘begging’ he must fight for his rights with ‘my sword, i.e. my 
pen.’ It was Lassalle who persuaded Heine that, instead of the fruitless press 
campaign he had conducted through others, he must put on his ‘Jacobin cap’ 
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and come out to do battle in the open. Preferably, he was to come to Berlin. 
Heine’s arrival there would be a political event. 

The ostensible purpose of his visit would be to have his eyes examined by 
Berlin’s famous Dr J.F. Dieffenbach, a pioneer of plastic surgery who had suc- 
cessfully ‘rectified’ the squinting eyes of more than 200 patients. On 10 January, 
Heine gave Lassalle a letter of introduction to Dr Dieffenbach, who happened 
to be an old university pal of his. On the 11th, to make sure he would not be 
arrested for his many attacks on Prussia and the Prussian king, Heine sent a 
letter to Alexander von Humboldt, asking him to use his ‘high influence’ to 
obtain a safe-conduct for him so that the police would not use the opportunity 
of so innocent a visit for ‘medical consultation’ to lay hands on him. 

In mid-January Lassalle left for Berlin. Before the month was out he had seen 
Varnhagen von Ense, obtained Dr Dieffenbach’s confident assurance that he 
‘could repair Heine’s health, if he submitted to a cure and diet in Berlin’, and 
passed it on to Humboldt with the further information that Prince Piickler- 
Muskau was ready to assist him in his effort on behalf of Heine. Humboldt, 
who meant to take up Heine’s plea with the King of Prussia, resented being 
rushed and replied curtly that ‘multiplying’ his own ‘fearless’ intervention 
would do more harm than good. Lassalle wrote back that it was not for him to 
reject the Prince’s voluntary offer; rather, he had seen it as his duty to pass it on. 

But Lassalle did more than that. He had put Heine’s case so eloquently to 
Piickler-Muskau that before the end of January the eccentric but highly placed 
Prince addressed a personal letter to Karl Heine, the poet’s obdurate and close- 
fisted Hamburg cousin. In the politest style but with firm words he reminded Karl 
Heine that he was the blood-relative of a genius who, ‘for all his occasional wanton 
excesses’, was the pride of Germany. He went on to say that some of the country’s 
‘loftiest minds’, men who enjoyed a ‘high reputation throughout the world’, 
found it inexplicable that he — ‘a double millionaire and the universal heir of one 
of Germany’s most esteemed bankers’ — should deny his cousin a niggardly ‘few 
thousand francs’ on the formal pretext that the life-long pension promised to him 
was not mentioned in the testament. Besides appealing to Karl Heine’s sense of 
honour, the Prince, in the most remarkable passage of his letter, wrote that ‘thank 
God, we live in times when neither kings nor millionaires can afford to defy public 
opinion without detriment to themselves’; and, without mincing his words, he 
added that he was sure Karl Heine would find the generosity to do justice to his 
cousin rather than bring down public opprobrium and ‘infamy on a house prover- 
bially as rich as the Rothschilds’ by forcing a public money collection to be staged 
in Germany for ‘its greatest and wittiest living writer’ .?4 

Prince Ptickler-Muskau sent this letter in the first instance to Lassalle. He 
was to make a copy of it and return it with Karl Heine’s address. The Prince 
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asked that his letter be kept secret until he got a reply, in case it was effective. 
But he authorized Lassalle to tell Heine that, if it failed, he was at liberty to 
publish it. 

Significantly, too, Alexander von Humboldt, after speaking to the King, 
invited Lassalle to his house to hear the result of his intervention. By the end 
of January 1846, within a fortnight of his arrival, the previously unknown Las- 
salle had — through Varnhagen, Dieffenbach, Humboldt and Piickler-Muskau — 
become Heine’s delegate and porte-parole to a select group of Berlin people. 

Heine immediately realized that, in the context of the changing ‘contempo- 
rary social scene’, Prince Piickler’s letter represented ‘a slap in the face of the 
parvenu aristocracy of money by one of the last knights of the old aristocracy 
of birth.’ Ina letter to Lassalle on 10 February he called it ‘a most painful defeat 
for the bourgeoisie, which will be mocked to boot by the modern opponents of 
the present rule of Mammon.’ Twice he insisted to Lassalle that the Prince’s 
letter ‘must be printed’. 

Lassalle had by then been informed by Humboldt that his intervention with 
the King of Prussia had failed. Privately, Humboldt noted that the King was 
inclined to let bygones be bygones, but the Minister of Police, brandishing a 
copy of one of Heine’s poems lampooning the King, insisted on his arrest for 
lése-majesté the moment he showed his face in Berlin.75 

From Kar] Heine, Prince Piickler received a barely civil reply rejecting his 
appeal. There was thus nothing in the way of publishing the letter when Heine 
wrote to Lassalle on 10 February. Lassalle in fact expected this to be the next 
step. 

In January, however, Heine had drawn a bill of 3,000 francs on his cousin 
Karl. To his surprise, Kar] not only paid it in the first week of February but had 
since sent him another 1,000 francs. Heine concluded from this that his cousin 
had been ‘shamed’ by Prince Piickler’s letter to the point of quietly paying him 
an annual allowance of 4,000 francs. 

Lassalle felt that Heine had failed him. The poet had indeed decided, on 
Varnhagen’s advice, to write a conciliatory letter to Cousin Karl, with a view to 
obtaining a legal assurance that this would be his pension for life. By 7 March, 
sick in body and soul, he was informing Lassalle that he was forced to ‘adjourn 
any open warfare for some time, because any great emotion now might kill me.’ 
His lips, throat and part of his tongue were paralyzed, ‘so that anything I eat 
tastes like earth.’ This, however, had not prevented him from inviting Balzac, 
Royer, Gautier and a few other Paris celebrities to a dinner party on the 4th in 
honour of Lassalle’s sister, to whom he had taken a special liking. 

Heine was very fond of Lassalle, too. Thanking him for his effort, he wrote 
that ‘No one has ever done so much for me’ and in an unusual moment of 
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effusion added almost humbly: ‘Nor have I ever found in any other but you so 
much passion united with clairvoyance in action. You have the right to be inso- 
lent, the rest of us are but usurpers of that divine right, compared to you Iam 
only a modest fly.’ 

But he also wondered where his insolence and titanic will might take him. 
The story that Heine, during one of their first meetings, had told Lassalle that 
he foresaw a great future for him in Germany, and when asked by Lassalle 
what he meant replied with a laugh, ‘To be killed by one of your own disci- 
ples’, may be apocryphal. But it expressed Heine’s anxiety that the imperious 
and resolute young man had a dangerous streak in him that would stop at 
nothing. Heine, at any rate, no longer had the strength to follow this fighter of 
a new generation onto paths that might put his pension and his peace of mind 
at risk. 

Heine was ultimately to win his Inheritance War, not before giving in to 
Cousin Karl’s demand never to write anything about Uncle Salomon. A letter 
which Meyerbeer, at Lassalle’s urging, addressed to Karl, and Heine’s deterio- 
rating health — leading to press reports in August 1846 that he had died and to 
the publication of sympathetic obituaries — are variously believed to have finally 
broken down Karl Heine’s philistine stubbornness. 

Heine was very ill that summer. A cure he had sought in the Pyrenees proved 
unsuccessful, and Engels, who went to see him shortly after his return to Paris, 
wrote to Marx on 16 September: 


The poor devil is dreadfully low. He has grown as thin as a rake. The 
softening of the brain is spreading, and so is the facial paralysis... His 
intellectual vigour is unimpaired, but his appearance, made stranger 
still by a greying beard (he can no longer be shaved round the 
mouth), is enough to plunge anyone who sees him into the depth of 
depression.?? 


Heine himself believed at the time, as he wrote to Campe, that he had ‘at most 
two years to live in melancholy agony.’ One of his eyes was completely shut and 
the other only half-open, and he could not speak, chew or swallow. But his sense 
of humour never Jeft him. To the doctor who asked him if he could still whistle 
he replied: ‘Not even at a piece by Scribe!’ Before the end of September he 
drafted a will specifying that, although he was himself ‘a Lutheran Protestant 
(at least officially)’, he wished to be buried in Montmartre Cemetery, in Catho- 
lic ground, so that Mathilde might be laid to rest next to him. 

But Heine had remarkable powers of recovery. His speech returned, and in 
November he received the visit of Benjamin Lumley, the director of Her 
Majesty’s Theatre in London. Impressed by the success of Giselle — the ballet 


994 


FERDINAND LASSALLE AND HEINE’S INHERITANCE WAR 


based on a legend published by Heine in his Elemental Spirits — Lumley com- 
missioned him to write a Faust ballet. For a first short scenario, ‘The Goddess 
Diana’, which Heine knocked off in two hours, Lumley paid him 2,000 francs. 

Between spells of illness, Heine then managed to finish the enlarged book 
version of Atta Troll. A Summer Night’s Dream, which Campe was to publish in 
Hamburg in January. Over the next two months of a gloomy and ‘terrible’ 
winter, housebound with Mathilde and her parrot, he worked on The Legend of 
Doctor Johann Faust, a pantomime ballet in 5 acts. For this highly original and 
imaginative work, which combined pagan traditions and modernist erotic 
anarchy, he was paid an advance of 6,000 francs. 

By the beginning of March he was well enough to host a party for Berlioz 
and other friends, and soon he began to go out again. He called on Francois 
Buloz, the director of the Revue des Deux Mondes, who had not seen him for 
some time and was so shocked by his appearance that he wrote on 2 April: 
‘Heine has one foot in the grave, but he keeps laughing.’ 

Heine himself wrote to Caroline Jaubert on 13 April that his sunken cheeks, 
unkempt beard and unsteady gait gave him ‘a most killing appearance’ to the 
ladies he passed in the street. ‘As a dying man I am a huge success. I devour all 
hearts, only I cannot digest them.’ 

Spring brought on a more confident mood. His long and traumatic family 
conflict was at last over. On 25 February 1847, Karl had paid him a personal visit 
in Paris and agreed to pay him the full annual pension of 4,800 francs for life. He 
further, as Heine reported with satisfaction to his mother, ‘gave me a solemn 
promise to pay half that sum to my surviving widow to the end of her days.’ By 
his own peculiar methods, Heine had not only got what he wanted, but the recal- 
citrant Karl was later to give him large extra sums of up to 10,000 francs. 

But Heine paid a heavy price for his victory. Having undertaken not to write 
anything about his grievances against his cousin’s branch of the family, he 
burned his mother’s and sister’s letters containing any reference to that matter. 
But his life-long fury at the censorship, which he had accepted, was to burst 
forth in poignant verse: 


He who has a heart where love is 

` He’s already drubbed and downed, 
Half defeated, so I lie here, 
Now completely gagged and bound. 


When I die, they’ll cut my tongue out 
From a corpse untenanted: 

For they fear I'll come back — talking — 
From the kingdom of the dead.’ 
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In February 1846, when Heine had informed Ferdinand Lassalle that he was 
backing out of his Inheritance War, the young man was already engaged in a 
new legal and political battle that was to mark the first great ‘triumph’ of his life 
and the sensational start of his career as a politician. Although it was ostensibly 
a marital feud, Lassalle turned the Countess von Hatzfeld’s individual case into 
a general assault on ‘all the outrageous injustices of the old world, all the abuses 
of power and the might of wealth practised against the weak and all those 
oppressed by the social order’ prevailing in Germany. 

Years later, recounting the tale of this long struggle, Lassalle compared Count 
Edmund von Hatzfeldt’s treatment of his wife to that of the hero of a cheap 
novel: ‘He tortured and persecuted her... kept her under lock and key in his 
mountain castles, denied her medical care during her illnesses... and left her 
without any means of existence while he squandered his vast fortune and his 
life on the most shameless debauchery.’ 

By his own account, Lassalle was ‘by chance present” when the Countess, at 
the beginning of 1846, learned of her husband’s latest misdeed. Having sent 
their eldest son to a military academy, and their only daughter to a cloister in 
Vienna, he now threatened to deprive her of their youngest son Paul, and had 
sent him a letter saying he would disinherit him unless he secretly left his 
mother. Paul showed this letter to his mother and Lassalle found her ‘dissolved 
in tears’. He told her that if she was determined ‘to win or to die’, he would 
fight for her with all the energy and firmness of his youth. ‘Convinced that 
right was on her side, she had confidence in her own strength and in mine. She 
accepted my proposal with all her heart.’ 


Thereupon I, a young Jew without influence, pitted myself against the 
most formidable forces — I alone against the world, against the power of 
rank and the whole aristocracy, against the power of limitless wealth, 
against the government and against the whole hierarchy of officials, 
who are invariably the natural allies of rank and wealth, and against 
every possible prejudice... I had resolved to combat illusion with truth, 
rank with right, the power of money with the power of the spirit.3° 


Lassalle exaggerated neither Count Edmund’s cynical treatment of his wife nor 
the powers he was taking on. Sophie von Hatzfeldt, who came of a ducal family, 
had been married at the age of 17 to her cousin Edmund von Hatzfeldt-Wil- 
denburg for reasons of economic convenience, their marriage contract settling 
an old feud between the family’s two lines about the entail of their considerable 
landed estates. According to one of Lassalle’s modern biographers, Count Ed- 
mund ‘deceived his wife several times a week publicly, and occasionally even in 
her presence.”3! 
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For the past 5 years he had confined her to their castle at Kalkum, ordering 
her in a letter ‘(1) not to leave my house and the adjoining gardens without my 
permission; and (2) not to maintain any written or verbal contacts with friends 
and people who do not belong to my domestic staff or to your family without 
my prior knowledge and approval.’3? 

By virtue of his feudal privileges in Prussia’s male-dominated society, the 
Count was not only the lord of his domains but the region’s sheriff. Besides 
being virtually his wife’s master as well as her judge, he had high connections 
at court. On one occasion the Countess is said to have driven off at pistol-point 
‘an aide-de-camp of the king’s who had been sent to get her son for the purpose 
of putting him away in a military academy.’33 

Lassalle had first heard of the Countess’s plight in January 1846 from a Prus- 
sian colonel, Baron Keyerlingk. As it happened, the Countess had recently 
turned for legal advice to Felix Oppenheim, an assistant judge at the Supreme 
Court in Berlin. From Oppenheim, a sworn disciple of Lassalle’s, one of the 
three who had signed his ‘War Manifesto’, he learned that the Countess’s highly 
placed relatives — headed by her eldest brother Hermann Hatzfeldt, Duke of 
Trachenberg — regarded Edmund as a contemptible lecher, but had always, in 
order to avoid a public scandal, prevented her from suing for a divorce or taking 
any steps against him. When Lassalle first approached the Countess he was 
thus able to tell her: ‘You know that you can expect nothing from your relatives. 
They will, as always, turn against you.’ 

Furious with her brothers and seeing no other redress against her malevolent 
husband, the Countess was ready to place her fate in the hands of the eloquent 
young Lassalle. His first advice to her was to file a suit against her husband’s 
intention to sell one of their estates, on the grounds that — the major part of the 
family’s possessions having been entailed on their eldest son and heir — this 
would further reduce the small share reserved as the inheritance of the 
youngest. As though echoing Lassalle’s promise that he would fight ‘rank with 
right’, the long-humiliated Countess wrote her brother that while she had hith- 
erto ‘always submitted to your advice against my better judgment’, she would 
now apply to the courts. ‘Perhaps you will notice from my new self-assurance 
that I am now taking the advice of men who know the law... I am a mother but I 
am also a human being, and not an object to be exploited by anyone to his profit 
and advantage. °3+ 

In his later account, Lassalle wrote that he acted on the principle enunciated 
by Robespierre: ‘Social oppression exists wherever a single individual is 
oppressed.’ There is no reason to doubt his statement that he undertook to fight 
for the Countess’s rights as ‘a single-handed insurrection in a case which was a 
clear microcosm of all our social ills’ or that ‘had she not been there, I would 
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have sought another opportunity to manifest my opposition to the world we live 
in.’35 

On one occasion, he actually told the Countess that he was ‘borrowing her 
body in the service of an idea of permanent historical importance.’ For its sake, 
he laid aside his doctoral thesis and immersed himself in jurisprudence. With 
Oppenheim’s help he mastered all aspects of the law relating to the Countess’s 
case. Then, together with Oppenheim and his other devotee, Dr Arnold Men- 
delssohn, he set out for the Rhineland to gather evidence about her husband’s 
extravagant way of life. Lassalle soon found what he needed. He managed to 
intercept a letter in which Count Edmund assured his new mistress, the 
Baroness von Meyendorff, that he would do everything ‘to get rid’ of his wife. 
With the help of a bribe to one of the Count’s staff, Lassalle learned that the 
Count had not only, ‘in the guise of a fictitious debt, signed a bond for an enor- 
mous annuity of 25,000 francs to be paid to the Baroness Meyendorff for life 
by himself and his heirs’, but had further undertaken to pay his mistress a 
penalty of 200,000 francs for any two-months delay in defraying the annual 
pension.3° 

Besides applying for a divorce on the Countess’s behalf, Lassalle prepared a 
separate lawsuit charging the Count with prodigality for having mortgaged the 
future of his children. Before proceedings started, Lassalle summoned the 
Countess from Diisseldorf to Aachen, where her husband was consorting with 
his mistress. Confronted by his wife, the Count cringed and asked for forgive- 
ness, promised to mend his ways and to cancel the bond to his mistress in the 
presence of a notary his wife was to bring from Düsseldorf. But when she 
returned with the notary, he refused to receive them. 

At this point, Lassalle learned from one of his spies that the Baroness Mey- 
endorff was on her way to the railway station. Instantly he sent Oppenheim 
and Mendelssohn to follow her ‘to the end of the earth’ and to find out as best 
they could whether or not the Count had cancelled his bond or whatever new 
arrangement he had made with his mistress. The two managed to catch the 
same train as Meyendorff, and when she stepped off it at Cologne they followed 
her and took rooms in the same hotel. Noticing that the Baroness’s luggage 
comprised a small casket of the type used for depositing papers, Oppenheim, 
convinced that it contained the incriminating bond, stole it, but having no room 
for it in his travel bag ran with it into Mendelssohn’s room. 

A grotesque comedy of errors took place. Mendelssohn stuffed the casket 
into his suitcase, but to make room for it threw out some of his belongings and 
left them behind when the alarm was given; and the two inexperienced thieves — 
one an assistant Supreme Court judge and the other a physician — fled in haste 
in different directions. Mendelssohn boarded a train, but noticing the approach 
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of police and fearing that he had been identified by the clothes left behind at the 
hotel, jumped from his carriage before the train pulled out of the station. In his 
flight he abandoned his suitcase as well as Oppenheim’s travel bag, which he 
had grabbed in their rush from the hotel. The upshot was that while Mendels- 
sohn made his escape to Paris, Oppenheim — whose papers were in his bag 
found on the train — was arrested and charged with the theft of the casket. 

The bungled ‘casket theft’, which occurred on 21 August 1846, produced a 
sensation in Germany. Its victim, the Baroness Meyendorff, a sister-in-law of 
a former Russian ambassador to Berlin, was a well-known European society 
lady. Oppenheim, besides belonging to the judiciary, was the son of one of Ger- 
many’s most prominent bankers. He had obviously acted on a momentary 
impulse, having no prior knowledge of the casket nor left room for it in his 
luggage. Both he and Mendelssohn were older than Lassalle, and their action 
can only be explained by their zealous devotion to this domineering youth, 
whom they were eager to help protect the Countess’s interests. That Lassalle 
had neither planned nor ordered the theft is evident from the fact that it robbed 
his prodigality suit against the Countess’s husband of any chance of success. 
The theft actually saved Count Edmund much embarrassment: the suit against 
him was dismissed on 28 September as ‘insufficiently substantiated’. 

With Mendelssohn penniless in Paris and Oppenheim in jail, Lassalle did his 
utmost to help his two disciples. He sent money to Mendelssohn; asked Alexan- 
der von Humboldt to appeal to the King to grant Oppenheim clemency; and 
mounted a press campaign against Count von Hatzfeldt. 

Earlier in the year, in connection with his prodigality suit against the Count, 
Lassalle had asked Heine for information about the personal life of the 
Baroness von Meyendorff, who was known to have been a Russian spy in Paris. 
Heine had replied that such colportage belonged in a novel by Eugène Sue and 
was beneath his dignity. In October, Lassalle proposed that Heine join in his 
campaign by writing a ‘fulminating article against the brutal German feudal- 
ism’. This time Heine did not even reply. He was not only shocked by the 
‘casket theft’, but saw in it a fulfilment of his presentiment that Lassalle’s 
‘tenacity of will’ would stop at nothing and render him capable of ‘murder, 
forgery, theft’. To Lassalle’s father he wrote: ‘My heart aches when I see how, 
for all his many gifts, he may be driven to demonic self-destruction.’ 

Lassalle, learning from his own sources that Madame Meyendorff was a 
close friend of that other grande dame and former Russian spy, the Princess 
Lieven (who had since become Guizot’s mistress), suspected that Heine did not 
want to spoil his relations with the French Premier. He had helped Heine to 
secure his pension and had counted on the influence of his pen in the Hatzfeldt 
war — which had no smaller, and perhaps greater, social implications than 
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Heine’s Inheritance War. He was stupefied to be forsaken by Heine in a cause 
which made the comtesse d’Agoult, of whose support Lassalle had not dreamt, 
publish several articles on the hypocrisy of the German aristocracy. 

Accusing Heine of breach of trust, Lassalle in November wrote him a letter 
which marked the end of their relationship, though not a final break. Lassalle 
never forgave Heine his defection, but a couple of years later was to visit him in 
Paris. 

Oppenheim was acquitted of the ‘casket theft’ on 24 November. But this was 
not the end of the affair. In March 1847 Lassalle was arrested and remanded for 
trial on the charge of having ‘destroyed certain documents’ in the Oppenheim 
case. He was to spend weeks in jail before he was acquitted at the beginning of 
May. In June, Arnold Mendelssohn returned from Paris to Germany, con- 
vinced that since Oppenheim had confessed to the theft and had gone scotfree, 
he, as a mere accessory to it, had nothing to fear. He was immediately arrested 
and remanded for trial. On 11 February 1848 he was given a severe sentence of 
5 years in prison. 

Nine days later Lassalle was arrested in Potsdam and taken to Cologne. While 
Mendelssohn, thanks to the combined efforts of his family and Alexander von 
Humboldt, was released almost immediately on condition that he leave not only 
Germany but Europe and departed via Constantinople for Syria, Lassalle was 
remanded for trial on the charge of being the ‘intellectual instigator’ of the 
casket theft. He was to spend many months in jail. 

But Lassalle’s fighting spirit thrived on adversity. In and out of jail, he had, 
since the beginning of 1847, been waging his single-minded war for the ‘libera- 
tion’ of the Countess von Hatzfeldt by launching one lawsuit after another 
against her husband. With Count Edmund filing some suits of his own, Las- 
salle’s war was to last altogether 8 years and to be fought out in public before 36 
tribunals. He was fighting a state system which, to paraphrase one of his mod- 
ern biographer’s view of his actions up to his arrest in February 1848, allowed 
‘the incredible phenomenon of the culprit of a theft ~ Oppenheim — being 
acquitted while his passive accessory is sentenced to five years and then released 
in the most irregular manner. This was a symptom of the weakness of that state 
system’ which feared Lassalle enough to stage the Mendelssohn trial chiefly for 
the purpose of implicating him.37 

Deserted by Heine as well as by Oppenheim since his acquittal, and with 
Mendelssohn in Paris or in jail and eventually in Syria, Lassalle was able to 
undertake single-handed the new stage of his war which started in 1847, not 
only because of his steel-like will and complete identification with the Count- 
ess’s case, but because as early as the age of 16, when he told his father that 
‘in every country, every nation, men have now risen who fight by the word, 
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fall by the word or achieve victory by it,’ he had realized the power of public 
opinion. 

In one of his 1846 letters to Heine he had written that ‘the public triumph of 
the Countess von Hatzfeldt means to me more than anything that concerns my 
personal life.’ With his usual self-reliance, Lassalle, a self-taught jurist, skilfully 
invoked every paragraph and sub-paragraph of the existing laws in his fight for 
‘right’ and argued his court cases himself, besides appearing as the Countess’s 
attorney in those he conducted on her behalf. 

Sometimes, when he was in jail but due to plead for her, the prison authori- 
ties had to escort him day after day to court. He had his speeches printed and 
published other brochures to a public opinion which by 1847 — with the general 
European revolution only a year off — was becoming restive in Germany and 
more receptive than ever. 

At the same time, Lassalle was looking after the distraught Countess’s fin- 
ances, as her husband — in spite of their marriage contract which provided for 
community property — had cut off her means of subsistence. As early as Dec- 
ember 1846, she had been reduced to such straits that, to keep her afloat and 
cover the expenses of legal proceedings and the printing of brochures, Lassalle 
borrowed money from his father, who reluctantly became involved in his son’s 
appalling affairs. 

The tireless Lassalle did even more. He found a benefactor for the Countess 
in the person of Count Clemens von Westphalen (1805-85), who granted her in 
February 1847 a substantial loan of 17,000 Thaler without any surety. He was 
prompted to do so out of human sympathy, after Lassalle had presented him 
with the documents of the case and a convincing account of the Countess’s 
misfortunes. A leading Catholic, Count von Westphalen wrote to her that, 
although the young man had tried in vain to convert him to Hegel’s philosophy, 
he had found his acquaintance intellectually most stimulating. 

Before his first arrest in March 1847, Lassalle urged Count von West- 
phalen to use his high influence in Berlin and speak to the President and 
judges of the High Court of Appeals who were to have the final word on the 
Countess’s prodigality suit and another suit for alimony. Lassalle thought this 
was justified, because her husband had published a pamphlet in France 
blackening her reputation and was trying to have it distributed in Germany. 
When Westphalen remarked on one occasion that the Countess’s situation 
was ‘not so bad’, Lassalle warned that unless he told His Prussian Majesty 
and other high personages he knew in Berlin that she was the victim of ‘an 
injustice crying to heaven’, he would achieve nothing in the face of the 
calumnies heaped on her by her husband and circulating among his peers. 
The magnanimous Westphalen, after failing to persuade Count Edmund to 
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reach a conciliation with his wife, took the young man’s high-handed coach- 
ing in his stride. 

The Hatzfeldt ‘war’ was also fought out in the corridors of power during the 
United Diet of representatives of all the provincial assemblies convened by the 
King in Berlin. Both Westphalen and Count Edmund attended, and each used 
his influence to win adherents to his camp. Count Edmund, exercising his feudal 
privileges as lord and sheriff of his estates, had forbidden his wife access to their 
Schénstein Castle, although it was included in their community property. At 
Lassalle’s suggestion, Westphalen argued to his peers that Count Edmund’s 
shameful behaviour disgraced the entire aristocracy. At the end of June 1847, 
Lassalle went to Berlin to brief Westphalen before he was to have an audience 
with the King. Count Edmund also saw the King. On 7 July, Westphalen was to 
report to the Countess that the King had referred him to Thile (one of his Min- 
isters and confidential advisers), ‘who is firmly prejudiced against you.’3® 

Back in May, Lassalle, hardly out of prison after his first acquittal, had begun 
to foment a revolt against Count Edmund among his own peasants on the 
Schonstein estate. One day in June he arrived at the castle together with the 
Countess and her son Paul at the head of several hundred peasants. Count 
Edmund’s armed guards, acting on his instructions, tried to obstruct his wife’s 
passage, but she managed to enter the castle together with Lassalle and her son, 
only to be forcibly ejected by the Count’s guards, lackeys and feudal agents. A 
stand-off ensued during which this group and a column of peasants who had 
armed themselves with crowbars from a nearby mine confronted each other 
menacingly. 

Lassalle wrote to his father on 6 July that he had ‘never laughed so much as 
during the eight days we spent on the estate... Not that it was all a laughing 
matter, for the countess’s life and my own would not have been safe had we not 
been followed everywhere by a bodyguard of 200-400 peasants.’ Highlighting 
the peasants’ attachment to the Countess, he added: ‘At a word of hers they 
would have stormed all the count’s castles and hung him together with his 
officials on the highest fir trees! They practically begged for her to utter the 
command, but she never did.’ What made Lassalle laugh was that 


half an hour after midnight, the count’s own baronial judge ordered 
his armed troops (5 gendarmes) to force open the Krottorf castle sit- 
uated on the same estate and to secure the countess’s safe entry. The 
gendarmes, however, refused to obey. Swinging their sabres, they 
tried to arrest their own police chief.39 


He had every reason to be jubilant. At 22, while Germany’s liberals and ‘demo- 
crats’ placed high hopes in the 1847 United Diet — expecting that this first rep- 
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resentative body assembled in Germany would advise the King to grant a con- 
stitution — he had rightly assessed that nothing would come of its prolonged 
sessions. Guided by his revolutionary instinct, he had undermined the Count’s 
authority on his own domains, and by causing confusion and anarchy among his 
feudal officials, who were actually state officials, he had shown up the growing 
impotence of the Prussian administration. The authorities were sufficiently 
embarrassed to refrain from taking any action against their own lackeys, nor did 
they prosecute the rebellious peasants. Lassalle had further proved his capabil- 
ity as a popular agitator, and it is likely that this caused the authorities to appre- 
hend him half a year later in connection with the casket theft. 

A few days after his arrest in February 1848, street fighting broke out in Paris. 
On the 24th, King Louis-Philippe abdicated and a Provisional Government was 
formed under Lamartine. On the 26th, France declared itself a republic. 

Lassalle, who was in prison in Cologne, read a revolutionary manifesto pub- 
lished by Blanqui in a Paris newspaper, cut it out and pasted it on the wall of his 
cell. He had become the Countess von Hatzfeldt’s attorney and ‘general pleni- 
potentiary’, Several of her lawsuits were pending, and his arraignment on crim- 
inal charges represented a victory for her husband. 

Lassalle, however, welcomed the forthcoming trial. He was determined not 
only to demonstrate the ‘monstrosity’ of the charge cooked up against him, but 
to destroy the Count morally by revealing the full story of his prolonged ‘viola- 
tion of human rights’. Several lawyers tried to dissuade him from this course. 
They argued that if he kept strictly to the charge of ‘intellectual complicity’ in 
the casket theft, he had every chance that the case would be thrown out of court 
— whereas if he brought in the partisan turmoil of passions kindled by the 
Hatzfeldt conflict, he risked a 5-year sentence and the loss of his honour. 

Overriding their advice, the youngest of the Doctors of Revolution was to 
turn the criminal proceedings into a political trial and to emerge 5 months later 
as a hero of the 1848 revolution, more popular at 23 than either Marx or Engels, 
who in the same month of February published their Communist Manifesto. In 
the course of the revolution, Marx and Lassalle were to become allies. 


Marx was not the only man without a country in the aftermath of his expulsion 
from Paris. In that same month of January 1845 when he had been forced to 
move to Brussels, the Paris Gazette des Tribunaux published the Tsar’s decree 
endorsing a Senate motion to strip Michael Bakunin of the ‘rights and digni- 
ties’ of his noble rank and sentencing him ~ for his refusal to obey an order to 
return to Russia ~ to an indefinite period of forced labour in Siberia. 

Bakunin’s fury at the thought of being banished from Russia and never to see 
his beloved Premukhino again found a momentary outlet in a letter he published 


1003 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


in La Réforme. Stating that in Russia ‘the law is nothing but the will of the Tsar’, 
he referred to the ‘scattered, but extremely significant and multiplying risings of 
the peasants against their masters’, and he warned the Tsar that if his government 
did not make haste to liberate the people, ‘the moment is perhaps not far off when 
the risings will be merged in a great revolution... and much blood will be spilt.’#° 

Bakunin made this prediction while being completely cut off from events in 
Russia. Nor did he have any contact with ‘the people’ either there or in Europe. 
In the same letter, which appeared on 27 January 1845, he also linked together 
Russia and Poland for the first time as ‘unhappy and oppressed countries’ to be 
saved from their fate by ‘democracy’. 

During his short stay in Belgium in 1844, Bakunin had met the Polish histo- 
rian and veteran revolutionary Joachim Lelevel, who lived modestly above the 
Brussels café where Marx and his cronies now spent some of their evenings. 
‘Old Lelevel in his blue blouse’, as Marx’s wife referred to him, represented the 
best of Polish culture that lay behind his cries for independence. Bakunin, how- 
ever, showed little interest in the cause of Polish nationalism. But after his piece 
in La Réforme was reproduced in a Polish émigré journal, he was approached 
by two prominent leaders of the Polish exiles in Paris, Count Adam Czartoryski 
and the poet Adam Mickiewicz. The Poles, who enjoyed great sympathy in 
France, were interested in having a Russian ally against their common enemy — 
the Tsar. But Bakunin found them too immersed in the past sufferings of ‘cru- 
cified Poland’ and given to ‘hollow, bombastic’ phrases. A ‘Russian in spite of 
everything’, he later wrote, ‘I ended for the time being my relations with the 
Poles and saw none of them at all until the spring of 1846.4" 

Nor would he have anything to do with the ‘philistine’ Ruge or the German 
theorists of the League of the Just: ‘I kept apart from them and made it clearly 
known that I would not enter into their Communist union of artisans.’+? 

At the start of the more than two years he spent in Paris, Bakunin had called 
on George Sand, but for some reason the ‘prophetess’ in the flesh impressed 
him less than she had in her novels. He also met Louis Blanc, Pierre Leroux, the 
abbé de Lamennais and other leading reformers, but soon became disenchanted 
with France’s political and socio-philosophical thinkers and their sundry uto- 
pias and panaceas. Proudhon was the only one he respected and continued to 
see. He lived as a free boarder with the pianist Reichel and his sister; they and 
the high-living Georg and Emma Herwegh were his only regular company. 
Occasionally he rubbed shoulders with distinguished foreigners and diplomats 
at Count Tolstoy’s brilliant receptions. These soirées warmed Bakunin’s ‘petri- 
fying soul’. For he had hardly any real friends in Paris. 

He did not exaggerate — or at least not much — when, dwelling on his life in 
Paris, he was to write in his Confession to Tsar Nicholas I that he found himself 
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in a foreign land, ‘in a spiritual atmosphere without any warmth, without family 
or relatives, without any field of action, without anything to do and without the 
least hope for something better in the future.’ 

More than once, depressed by the thought that he would never see Premu- 
khino, his family or his native land again, he asked himself ‘whether it wouldn’t 
be better for me simply to throw myself into the Seine and thereby drown this 
useless and joyless existence.’#3 Like Marx, Bakunin hated his mother. Of the 
reasons in Marx’s case, nothing is known other than her tight-fisted way with 
money. Bakunin, on the other hand, provided a rare insight into his psycho- 
sexual problems in three letters he wrote home between March and May 1845. 
In these letters, more convincing than the partly dissembling Confession — and 
entrusted to Russian travellers for safe delivery to his brother Paul and his sister 
Tatyana at Premukhino — he mentioned his frequent lapses into ‘despair’ and 
tried to re-establish his intimacy with these two siblings from whom he had not 
heard for a couple of years, and in particular with his beloved Tatyana. Guess- 
ing that she was as lonely as he and ‘that your passionate heart, tortured by its 
unsatisfied need of love and life, has closed upon itself, and is suffering without 
end in its proud and inaccessible loneliness’, he invited her, the object of his 
incestual ‘love... condemned by the laws’ to give ‘your grief to me... How I 
would look after you, if only we could be together, how I would try to set your 
heart aflame.’ He then inquired: ‘How’s father... Is he still alive?’ Having terror- 
ized his father out of his authority and his wits while in Russia, he now called 
him ‘our guardian angel’, and wrote: ‘Without him, mother would have ruined 
and corrupted us... mother, for whom I have no feeling in my soul but damna- 
tion and the most profound disdain. She is the source of what is unclean in our 
family. Her presence, her very existence, is an offence to what is sacred” H 

In the same letter Bakunin urged his siblings to stick together and pursue 
their happiness ‘in spite of our enemies, or to put it better, our enemy — mother.’ 
More striking, in this very same letter, Bakunin declared that he was ‘passion- 
ately in love’, and mixed up the object of his love by alternately using the pro- 
nouns ‘she’ (a woman) and ‘they’ (the people): 


I know that they [sic] do care for me a great deal. I want to, I must 
deserve the love of the one I love, loving her [sic] religiously, that is 
actively. She is now enslaved by the most terrible, the most shameful 
slavery, and I must liberate her by struggling against her oppressors, 
by enflaming in her heart a sense of personal worth, by inspiring in 
her a need for freedom and a demand for it. 


Ina letter to Paul written 4 weeks earlier in the spring of 1845, Bakunin likewise 
identified his mother with ‘the enemy’. ‘I damn her’, he wrote, and had for her 
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‘no other feeling but hatred and the deepest, unmitigated disdain — not for my- 
self, but for you, whom she ruined.’ Protesting that he was not ‘cruel-hearted’, 
he insisted to his siblings that it was time to give up weak sentimentality and to 


declare 


implacable war on our enemies, because they are the enemies of all that 
is human in us, enemies of our dignity, of our freedom... The capac- 
ity to hate is inseparable from the capacity to love. We must forgive 
our enemies only after we have thrown them down and utterly tri- 
umphed. But as long as they remain on their feet, no mercy and no 
respite!#5 


The political element in Bakunin’s philosophy of violent revolution was always 
inextricably bound up with the personal. But it was not until 1981 that Arthur 
Mendel, analyzing the Paris letters Bakunin sent to Paul and Tatyana some 5 
years after he had last seen his mother, wrote that it was his own ‘oedipal dread’ 
of being drawn into his mother’s ‘unclean world’ that inspired ‘such rage, 
maintained at such intensity over so long a time and distance’ and ‘such other- 
wise inexplicable outrage, strong enough to assault “even her existence”.’ 

From Bakunin’s associating ‘mother’ with ‘enemies’ and his beloved with the 
‘people’ and in his transition, without pause, from the principal ‘enemy’ (mother) 
to ‘enemies of our dignity’ in general — i.e., his various political enemies — Mendel 
extracted the sexual-incestual roots of his love for the ‘people’ and ultimately of 
his anarchism and his apocalyptic vision of the world. 

He had announced that vision in The Reaction in Germany by predicting an 
imminent ‘storm of destruction’ and the ‘annihilation of the present political 
and social world.’ For the moment, however, with no cataclysm in sight and no 
‘field of action’ for him, he continued to be preoccupied by his inner problems. 

But with his capacity to draw strength from weakness and his conviction that 
Providence had not chosen him to waste his life, even while withdrawing into 
his world of fantasies and writing Tatyana (who never answered his letter) that 
‘nothing is impossible for those with enough will and love’ and ‘maybe in a few 
years we will meet in Paris and live together’, Bakunin reiterated in the same 
letter his war cry, ‘All or nothing’, as a sign of his ‘implacable’ and unchanged 
hostility to existing reality. 

‘A great future awaits me yet,’ he had assured his siblings after seeing Paul off 
at the Dresden railway station. This inner belief never left him, but at the mom- 
ent he led a bohemian existence, frequented the ‘democratic’ cafés, and looked 
for an opportunity for political action. 

Such an opportunity presented itself in mid-February 1846, when an insur- 
rection in Cracow — the tiny bit of Polish territory surviving as an independent 
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republic — quickly spread through the rest of Prussian- and Austrian-occupied 
Poland. It raised high hopes among the Poles in Paris and their French sympa- 
thizers. But these were dashed when Austrian and Russian troops occupied Cra- 
cow on 12 March. 

Although Austria promptly annexed ‘free’ Cracow, the events there con- 
firmed Bakunin’s instinctive realization that the Polish cause had a revolution- 
ary potential and could serve to stir up things in Russia as well. In order to bring 
himself to the attention of the Poles, ‘who had already forgotten about me’, 
Bakunin published an article on 17 March in Le Constitutionnel, in which he 
wrote that the Russian ‘oppression of Poland is a disgrace to my country, and its 
liberation may perhaps mean the liberation of Russia.’ He went to the Versailles 
headquarters of the Polish émigré leaders and offered to assist their cause by 
stirring a revolt among the Russians in the Tsarist-controlled areas of Poland 
and Lithuania. 

Having no secret network of his own in the areas mentioned, he tried to 
induce the Poles to put their connections at his disposal by conjuring up before 
their eyes the vision of a future ‘free federated republic of all Slav peoples’. But 
as nothing came of this project — the ‘narrow-minded’ Poles had no notion how 
far they could trust this Russian — he relapsed into prolonged apathy and ‘lazi- 
ness, my primordial national sin’. 

‘All my life so far’, Bakunin observed to his friends, ‘has been marked by twists 
and turns independent of my own intentions. Where will it take me? God knows.’ 
With a self-confessed ‘mystic’ optimism — ‘but who, then, is not a mystic?’ — he 
went on: ‘we all of us know practically nothing, we live... surrounded by miracles, 
by the force of life, and each step of ours can bring them forth.’#° 

Bakunin’s doldrums lasted for more than a year and a half, until the Poles 
unexpectedly provided him with a revolutionary cause and his long-awaited 
‘chance to act’. But before that happened in November 1847, two of his closest 
Moscow friends, Herzen and Belinsky, miraculously turned up in Paris. 

On 19 January 1847, Alexander Herzen left Russia together with his mother, 
his wife Nathalie, their three children and an entourage including two family 
friends and a number of servants. Crossing the border into Prussia on sledges, 
the party stopped at Königsberg, and after a long journey by post chaise, via 
Berlin, Cologne, and Belgium, reached Paris on 20 March. Marx and Engels 
were at that time about to consign The German Ideology to the mice; Heine’s 
exhausting Inheritance War had just come to an end; and Ferdinand Lassalle 
was getting his first taste of jail. 

During the past 5 years, Tsar Nicholas I had twice rejected Herzen’s 
request for permission to go abroad. He had finally obtained a passport after a 
nightmarish wrangle with various arms of the Russian bureaucracy. On one 
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occasion he had arrived in St Petersburg and seen Dubelt, the Director of the 
‘Third Division’ of secret political police, only to be told by the local police 
chief that his permit ‘was valid for leaving Moscow but not for entering 
Petersburg’. When he took up the matter again with Dubelt, he was given a 
permit to stay as long as he liked; but when he was about to return to Moscow, 
the same police chief who had first tried to chase him away refused him a 
permit to leave. The rigmarole was finally cleared up and 10 days later Herzen 
returned to Moscow to find a gendarme at his door with a letter from Count 
Orlov. At his Imperial Majesty’s command he was informed that he was 
relieved from ‘police supervision’ — which had lasted off and on for 13 years — 
and had the right to a passport. 

To come to Paris from the land of ‘absurdity’, of ‘despotism’ and ‘official 
muddle’, to open the windows of the Hôtel du Rhin and look out on the Ven- 
dôme column and the rue de la Paix, was to the 35-year-old Herzen the fulfil- 
ment of a dream he had entertained since childhood: 


I could not stay indoors, I dressed and went out to stroll about at ran- 
dom... to look up Bakunin, Sazonov; here was Rue St. Honoré, the 
Champs-Elysées — all those names to which I had felt akin for long 
years... and there was Bakunin himself... 


I met him at a street corner; he was walking with three friends and, 
just as in Moscow, discoursing to them, continually stopping and 
waving his cigarette. On this occasion the discourse remained unfin- 
ished; I interrupted it and took him with me to find Sazonov and sur- 


prise him with my arrival. 
I was beside myself with happiness.*7 


It was 7 years since Herzen and Bakunin had last seen each other. Though 
Bakunin struck Herzen as the same garrulous bohemian he had known in 
Moscow, Herzen himself — according to Annenkov, the ubiquitous observer, 
who had preceded him to Paris by a year — soon dropped his Moscovite appear- 
ance and became, with the help of ‘Parisian tailors and other artificers, a perfect 
Western gentleman with close-cropped hair, an elegant beard and a smart suit- 
coat draping his shoulders...’4 

Bakunin and Sazonov were the most prominent radicals of the Russian col- 
ony in Paris, and they also had contacts with French Socialists and revolution- 
aries of virtually every nationality who had found asylum in that city. Herzen, 
coming from the land where ideas were presented as ‘evil intentions’, joined 
their discussions and was carried away to the point where he thought ‘that to 
talk in a café with the historian of the Ten Years’ — Louis Blanc — or to meet 
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Proudhon at Bakunin’s lodging was ‘something like a promotion, an honour’, 
and a landmark in his political education. 

But his intoxication did not last long: ‘After the first noisy days in Paris, more 
serious conversation began, and at once it became evident that we were tuned to 
very different keys.’ Herzen found that the Russians in Paris, deprived of 
regular contact with the homeland, ‘were related to Russia theoretically and 
from memory.’ They had no idea that the Russian intelligentsia were more pre- 
occupied by the appearance of Gogol’s Dead Souls than with politics: 


Sazonov and Bakunin... expected to be told about parties, secret soci- 
eties, ministerial crises (under Nicholas!) and the opposition, but I 
told them about professorships, Granovsky’s public lectures, Belin- 
sky’s articles, and the mood of the students... They had been too 
much separated from Russian life, and had entered too thoroughly 
into the interests of the ‘all world’ revolution and French problems.?9 


In his memoirs, Herzen surveyed Bakunin’s whole career, from his first appear- 
ance in the youthful circle of Moscow students, through his exploits during the 
1848 revolutions — culminating in his arrest in Dresden, ‘his trial, imprison- 
ment, sentence to death, torture in Austria, extradition to Russia’, long years 
in Siberia and his final escape via Japan to San Francisco; and he glorified him 
as ‘one of those individual figures whom neither the contemporary world, nor 
history can overlook.” But when the two met in Paris, Bakunin was going 
through his prolonged second doldrums after the Cracow revolution had failed 
and his offer to the Polish émigré leaders at Versailles to lead a joint Slav revolu- 
tion had met with no response. Referring to that period, Herzen described 
Bakunin as having ‘within him the germs of a colossal activity for which there 
was no demand.’ 

But Bakunin never lost his optimism nor his formidable powers of rhetoric — 
‘Put him down in any position you like, so long as it is an extreme one’, Herzen 
wrote later, ‘and he would have won over the masses and shaken the destinies 
of nations.’ Ever since Bakunin had achieved notoriety in 1842 by predicting 
(in The Reaction in Germany) a continental storm of revolution threatening to 
engulf ‘even Russia’, and also through his involvement with the Communist 
Weitling, Herzen — cooped up under police surveillance in Moscow and 
engaged in futile literary-philosophical discussions with Granovsky and others 
— had followed his progress with admiration and no little envy. 

For the first time, in his 1845 article in La Réforme, Bakunin had informed 
Western public opinion that the ‘innumerable mass’ of Russia’s peasantry might 
one day revolt, and had singled out the group in whom Russia’s hope for the 
future lay. While attacking her slavish aristocrats, he had stressed that among 
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them were young nobles of the intelligentsia who, ‘closely following the prog- 
ress of civilisation and freedom in Europe’, were striving to cultivate and ‘ignite 
in others’ the same aspirations. 

When Herzen had read these lines, in which Bakunin postulated in embryo 
the basic idea later to be taken up by the Russian Narodnik Populists — that of 
the intelligentsia going down to the people and igniting what Bakunin called its 
‘democratic instincts’ — he had noted in his Moscow diary: “This is the language 
of a free man... We are not used to it. We are used to allegories and to bold words 
intra muros. 5° 

About that time, Herzen’s Moscow circle of intellectuals had in fact started 
to drift apart, after years of futile theorizing at soirées and dinner parties. Her- 
zen thus knew that the intelligentsia was far from capable of changing or ‘ignit- 
ing’ anything in the Tsarist empire. Hearing Bakunin and Sazonov in Paris in 
1847 endlessly discussing the future ‘boundaries of Poland and Russia’ made 
him wonder whether they were not living in cloud-cuckoo-land. 

Bakunin was all spontaneity. Herzen’s was a critical and sceptical nature. But 
added to their different temperaments was Bakunin’s ability to overcome his 
psychological problems and the terrible ‘loneliness’ confessed in his last letters 
to Premukhino, and to hang on to his fantasy of sooner or later producing a 
Russo-Polish revolution at will. As Arthur Mendel has noted, it is significant 
that in 1847, while mistrusted and rebuffed by the Poles and with France going 
through ‘a political crisis... he gave his attention not to a real revolution ready to 
explode on his doorstep’ in Paris, but clung to his imaginary Polish-Russian 
alliance.5" 

Yet this is not to say that Bakunin had lost interest in an ‘all world’ revolu- 
tion. He and Herzen were agreed on one point, namely, that Russia, which had 
no middle class, must at all cost be spared a bourgeois regime of the type which 
had degenerated into corruption in France. In their discussions, looking for a 
way to move Russia directly from the nobility to a native variety of Socialism, 
they were in 1847 actually begetting the populist movement — of which Herzen 
was later to become the ideologue and Bakunin the conspirator — in the hope 
that Russia, bypassing the capitalist phase, ‘might somehow develop in a way 
for which there was no precedent in the West, turning the curse of its back- 
wardness into a blessing.’>? 

Though populism as a movement was still a distant prospect, Bakunin had 
been waiting since 1846 to use Polish nationalism to spark off a revolt against 
Tsarist despotism and the idea he had ventilated of a ‘federation of all Slav 
peoples’ implied in fact that he was already thinking of the grandiose plan he 
was to launch at a later date: the destruction of the Austrian empire by its 
Polish, Czech and other Slav minorities. 
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As for Nicholas Sazonov, he had been one of the 5 students who, in the 1830s, 
had formed the nucleus of Herzen’s idealistic young circle ready ‘for every sacri- 
fice’ on the model of the Decembrist heroes. But whereas Herzen had been 
arrested, Sazonov had escaped to Italy. Settling in Paris in 1840, he had since 
developed extensive contacts with revolutionaries throughout Western Europe. 
In 1847 he irritated Herzen by his constant talk about an ‘imminent’ Russian 
revolution and his confidence that ‘one fine evening he would be summoned 
from his table in the Café Anglais and borne off to govern Russia...’ 

In June or July 1847 a figure from Herzen’s and Bakunin’s Moscow debates 
of earlier years turned up in Paris. Belinsky, Russia’s foremost and most fero- 
cious literary and social critic, arrived in a state of acute consumption, looking 
like the shadow of his former self. He had been ordered by his doctors to take 
the waters at Salzbrunn in Silesia. His friends took up a subscription to pay for 
his journey abroad, and Annenkov from Paris, and Turgenev from Berlin, 
hurried to Salzbrunn to help the invalid and inexperienced traveller, who had 
never been abroad and spoke neither German nor French. They found him 
living in a wooden cottage with a little yard on the main street of the town. 

It was there that Belinsky, in a fit of energy though weak and racked with 
coughing, spent three mornings writing his famous letter to Gogol. It was in 
answer to Gogol’s Selected Passages from a Correspondence with Friends, a book of 
humourless homilies in which the author of The Inspector General advocated 
Christian brotherhood and seemed to approve the reactionary state of things in 
Russia. An angry Belinsky, reminding Gogol that Russia ‘has had enough of 
sermons’, wrote: 


She presents the ghastly spectacle of a country where human beings 
are sold without even that justification of which American plantation 
lords cunningly avail themselves, by maintaining that a negro is not 
a human... The most vital national questions in Russia now are the 
abolition of serfdom, the abolition of corporal punishment, the imp- 
lementation of at least those laws which already exist.53 


On Belinsky’s arrival in Paris, Herzen came to see him in his hotel. Belinsky 
read to him a copy of his letter to Gogol. Seizing an opportune moment, Her- 
zen whispered in Annenkov’s ear: ‘That is a thing of genius — indeed, that, I 
believe, is his testament.’5+ 

Belinsky did not see much of Paris, spending part of his visit in a medical 
clinic at Passy, and what he saw overwhelmed him. According to Annenkov, 
Paris struck Belinsky as a quagmire of ‘huge dimensions: greed, vice and silli- 
ness every bit as much as the cultivation of ideas and knowledge, noble 
impulses and aspirations.’ As for its monuments of culture, museums, lectures, 
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throbbing literary and artistic activities and ‘the principles proclaimed to the 
world? from Paris, all he wanted to know was how ‘these beginnings’ would affect 
future generations, and ‘the further development of civilization... in short, how 
great was the sum of universal human hopes borne inside all this visible cul- 
ture?” He received for the most part optimistic answers, except from Herzen, 
who, as Annenkov put it, had little faith in the ‘capacity for progress’ of his con- 
temporaries.°> 

Reunited for one brief summer in Paris, Herzen, Bakunin and Belinsky, the 
former leaders of Russia’s liberal young guard, had some intense discussions 
before they were to part in the autumn. Bakunin thought that Belinsky should 
remain in Paris, where he could do more effective work with his pen than in the 
Russian ‘land of censorship’. Herzen and Botkin were of the same opinion. 
Only Turgenev, during a brief stop in Paris before leaving to pursue his vicari- 
ous love of the opera singer Pauline Viardot, remarked that Belinsky was ‘too 
much of a Russsian, and felt like a fish out of water’ abroad. 

Belinsky did not share Herzen’s pessimism about the Russian intelligentsia. 
Though ill, he still burned with a holy fervour to return to St Petersburg and 
continue his work among its liberal, democratic elements, the so-called ‘West- 
erners’. Nor was he captivated by Bakunin’s optimistic fantasies. He had seen 
Bakunin master Hegel only to abandon philosophy altogether, and had not 
changed his opinion about him. Bakunin, he wrote before leaving Paris, ‘was 
born, and will die, a mystic, an idealist, a Romantic; for to renounce philosophy 
does not change one’s nature’ .5° 

Belinsky returned to Russia in September. It was there that news of the 1848 
revolution in Paris was to reach him. According to Annenkov, he received it 
‘almost with horror’; Herzen reported that he died (in June) ‘taking its glow for 
the flush of the rising dawn!’57 

On the day before Belinsky left Paris, Herzen, Bakunin, Sazonov and a few 
others saw him home in the evening. Herzen, feeling he was pressing Belinsky’s 
hand for the last time, had a lump in his throat as they walked back in silence 
along the Champs-Elysées. It was at this point that a remark by Sazonov triggered 
off a clash between ‘those who had gone abroad and those who had remained at 
home.’ Sazonov observed that it was a pity that Belinsky had done nothing but 
journalistic work, ‘and under the censorship, too’, for with his abilities he might 
in other circumstances and in other fields have accomplished more. 

Herzen, recalling the incident in his memoirs, felt ‘vexed and wounded’ and 


burst out: 


But do tell me, please: you now, who are not under the censorship... 
what have you done? Or what are you doing? Surely you don’t ima- 
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gine that walking from one end of Paris to the other every day to talk 
over the boundaries of Poland and Russia... is doing something? Or 
that your talks in cafés and at home, where five fools listen to you and 
understand nothing, while another five understand nothing and talk, 
is doing something? 


“Wait a bit,’ a nettled Sazonov interposed, ‘you forget our situation.’ ‘What sit- 
uation?’ said Herzen, 


Situations are created. Strong men make themselves acknowledged 
and force themselves in. One critical article of Belinsky’s is of more 
value for the younger generation than playing at being conspirators 
and statesmen. You are living in a delirium, walking in your sleep; 
you’re in a perpetual optical illusion with which you deceive your 
own eyes. 


What Herzen had come to object to within three months of his arrival was that 
‘the severe criticism of their own people’ by Sazonov and other Russians ‘was 
transformed into slavish worship of French celebrities.’ As the light-hearted 
Bakunin ‘half assented and laughed’ at his outburst, Sazonov never forgave 
him. Sazonov figures in some biographies of Bakunin chiefly for the fact that, 
having dissipated his fortune on wine and women, he had landed in 1846 in 
Clichy prison for debt, causing two of his sisters to arrive from Russia, one of 
whom — like several women before her in Moscow, Switzerland and Paris — 
immediately fell for Bakunin’s charisma in another case of unrequited love. 

In an obituary of Sazonov in his memoirs, Herzen was to describe him as a 
man of ‘many capacities and aptitudes’ who, in the soul-destroying age of 
Nicholas, withered away abroad, where his ‘immense abilities’ were not needed. 
By implication Bakunin, who in 1847 was likewise an idle man, was to emerge 
as one of those strong men who create ‘situations’ or ‘force themselves’ upon 
them. At the same time Herzen, keen to assure his early Moscow student circle 
its rightful place in the history of the Russian revolutionary tradition, wrote in 
the section devoted to Sazonov: ‘We preached the Decembrists and the French 
revolution, we preached Saint-Simonism... a constitution and a republic. Our 
propaganda sent down deep roots in all the faculties and extended far beyond 
the walls of the universities.’5® 

In what may have been a dig at Marx, Herzen, who thought little of his idea 
of proletarian revolution, added: ‘To refuse recognition to men because they 
have done from inner impulse what others are going to do from necessity is 
remarkably like the monastic asceticism which only attaches value to repugnant 
duties.’ 
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Herzen had left Russia with no notion that he would become an émigré for 
life. Unlike those of the Russian colony in Paris whom he criticized for their 
fawning attitude towards French celebrities, Herzen was thrilled by the ‘quick- 
ened pulse’ of Paris, which in 1847 was still ‘singing Béranger’s old songs, but 
the chorus Vive la réforme! had been unexpectedly changed to Vive la Répub- 
lique!’, and, in Annenkov’s words, rapidly ‘turned himself, as had Bakunin, 
from a gallery spectator into a participant and soloist’ in the democratic and 
social circles of Paris. Like Bakunin, he too amazed such Frenchmen as Proud- 
hon and Michelet, not to mention the German Herwegh and his wife, by his 
élan, his versatile conversation and wit. Soon he became the centre of a circle of 
friends and admirers. 

Herzen had inherited a substantial fortune on the death of his father and 
entertained lavishly, but several articles on the radical currents in France which 
he published in the St Petersburg Contemporary caused the Russian govern- 
ment to order his immediate return. When he refused, his and his mother’s 
remaining assets in Russia were confiscated. In October 1847, he temporarily 
left Paris with his family for Italy, but soon after his return the following May 
he was able — with the help of the Rothschilds — to recover most of his fortune. 

In September 1847, Bakunin was still waiting for his ‘chance to act’ and 
dreaming of ways of combining the crisis brewing in France with a Russo- 
Polish revolt to make an all-European conflagration. He expressed to Herwegh 
and his wife his feeling that ‘soon life will begin for us, and we will again be able 

` to work with the free scope and zeal that all three of us crave.’ Revealing how 
much his violent political fantasies might have been a sublimation of his sexual 
deficiency, he went on: ‘I await my, or, if you will, our communal bride — the 
revolution. We will be truly happy — that is, we will begin to be our true selves, 
only when the whole world is engulfed in flame.’59 

In November, a month or so after Herzen’s departure, destiny at last knocked 
at Bakunin’s door in the persons of two young Poles — refugees from Cracow — 
who invited him to speak at a public gathering to be held in Paris at the end of 
the month to mark the anniversary of the 1831 Polish rebellion. 

Although he was at the time suffering from an illness which had forced him 
to shave his head, Bakunin accepted with alacrity. Once more he was alone and 
isolated, both Herzen and Belinsky having downplayed the chances of his 
fomenting conspiratory action, let alone a revolt, in Russia. But the ‘twists and 
turns’ of the ‘forces of life’, which governed the mystic Bakunin’s actions, had 
worked one of those miracles in which he put his unshakeable faith. 

He promptly ordered a wig and worked for three days on the address he 
delivered on 29 November to an audience of 1,500 Poles and French sympathi- 
zers. Declaring that ‘the Russian nation speaks through my mouth’, he offered 
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the Poles a revolutionary alliance that would bring about the ‘liberation of all 
Slav peoples languishing under a foreign yoke’ and the ‘final collapse of despo- 
tism in Europe.’ Attacking the Tsar as ‘your oppressor, your bitterest enemy, 
the personal enemy of Poland, the executioner of so many victims, the man 
who ravished your liberty, the man who is pursuing you with relentless perse- 
verance, as much through hate and by instinct as through political strategy,’ he 
stunned the audience by highlighting the identity of fate between the Poles 
and the Russian people. The Tsar, he said, was a German by descent and his 
government was ‘an original combination of Mongol cruelty with Prussian 
pedantry [which] deprives us of all political rights, including even that natural 
liberty which the least civilized people enjoy’; and he went on to predict that 
the reconciliation and joint struggle of Russians and Poles would liberate sixty 
million people and bring about ‘the fall, the definitive collapse of despotism in 
Russia.’© 

Bakunin’s speech, interrupted by frequent and growing applause, was the first 
public display of his rousing oratory. The sensation it produced was enhanced 
when Guizot, under pressure from the Russian ambassador, ordered him on 14 
December to be expelled from France. On that same day, La Réforme not only 
published the full text of Bakunin’s speech but took the opportunity to attack 
the govermment for giving in to foreign intervention. 

After he left Paris for Brussels, his expulsion continued to reverberate in 
France. In December 1847 the campaign of banquets all over France, at which 
the leaders of the various oposition parties blamed Guizot for the ills of the 
country, reached its height. Before concluding with the singing of the Marseil- 
laise, many of the leaders mentioned the treatment of the Russian aristocrat 
who had gallantly taken up the cause of the Poles and the sufferings inflicted on 
them by his own country. 

On 4 February 1848, Vavin, the presiding officer of the National Assembly — 
who had also chaired the Polish gathering addressed by Bakunin — spoke up in 
his defence. Faced with a growing wave of protests, the French Minister of the 
Interior, Duchatel, vaguely hinted at ‘serious reasons’ for the expulsion, which 
he could not divulge. At the same time, the Russian Embassy put out rumours 
to the effect that Bakunin was a Russian agent who had been dismissed because 
of undisciplined behaviour and fraud. From Brussels, Bakunin challenged 
Duchatel ‘man to man’ to come up with the evidence for his insinuations or to 
retract them. He received no reply. 

The slander that Bakunin was a Russian agent, encouraged by some Poles 
who mistrusted him from the beginning — and presently to be publicized by 
Marx as well — was to damage Bakunin’s revolutionary aura for many years. But 
the immediate effect of the hubbub created by his speech and his expulsion 
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from Paris was to make him famous among liberals all over Europe, and notori- 
ous to the conservative camp facing them. 

In the three and a half years since his short stay in Brussels in 1844, when he 
had met Lelevel, the Polish historian and revolutionary veteran, a striking 
change had occurred. More political refugees had since found a haven in Brus- 
sels, but of all of them the German group around Marx was the most active. 

In August 1847 the Correspondence Committee headed by Marx had reor- 
ganized itself to function as a branch of the clandestine Communist League. At 
the same time its front organization, the Brussels German Workers’ Educatio- 
nal Society, of which Moses Hess was vice-president, conducted a regular pro- 
gramme of public lectures and what Marx, ina letter to Herwegh in Paris, called 
‘debates of a parliamentary nature’ as well as social evenings ‘with singing, reci- 
tation, theatricals and the like’ for its 100 members. Since the end of Septem- 
ber, Marx had also been able to conduct Communist propaganda in ‘a smaller 
cosmopolitan-democratic society to which Belgians, French, Poles, Swiss and 
Germans belong.’ This was the Association Démocratique, a motley group of 
Belgian and refugee radicals and liberals who — like the international Fraternal 
Democrats in London to whom it became affiliated — called for ‘the union of all 
countries’. 

‘If you come up here again’, a satisfied Marx wrote in the same letter to 
Herwegh, ‘you'll find that even in little Belgium more can be done by way of 
direct propaganda than in big France. The president of the Association 
Démocratique was L.L. Jottrand, a radical Belgian lawyer. Marx was one of 
its two vice-presidents. The other was Lelevel. Marx had not a penny to his 
name. A trip he had undertaken at the end of September to his sister Sophie 
in Holland was to yield him (in November) 150 francs from her husband, the 
attorney Robert Schmalhausen. Though Jenny was in an advanced stage of 
pregnancy with their third child and sick with worry, Marx was remarking 
to Herwegh in October that the public activity in the Workers’ Educational 
Society and the Association provided ‘an infinitely refreshing stimulus for 
everyone.’ 

More important, in September Marx had gained a foothold in a newspaper, 
the bi-weekly Deutsche Brüsseler Zeitung. Its publisher-editor was Adalbert von 
Bornstedt, a Prussian ex-officer turned journalist, who, although a member of 
the Communist League and of the Association Démocratique, was suspected of 
having until recently been a Prussian and Austrian spy. But so long as he was 
putting at Marx’s disposal ‘a censorship-free opposition paper of progressive 
tendencies’, Marx —as he explained in another letter to Herwegh — was ready to 
work with this dubious character and ‘cowardly canaille’, as he privately called 


him. 
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Bakunin arrived in Brussels on 19 December. He and Marx inevitably met, 
for within a week of his arrival Bakunin became a member of the Association 
Démocratique, at which Marx soon delivered a lecture. 

Towards the end of November, Marx had gone to London, where he addres- 
sed a banquet of the Fraternal Democrats in memory of the Polish rebellion of 
1830. One might have expected, therefore, that the two revolutionary leaders, 
Marx and Bakunin, who had spent many hours together in Paris in the smoke- 
filled editorial rooms of Vorwärts! in the heady days of 1844, would be all the 
more keen to resume contact. But Bakunin had recently developed an antipathy 
to everything German, whether ‘Prussian pedantry’ or German ‘metaphysics 
and theorizing’. Marx, for his part, took little interest in Bakunin or his new 
idea that the German-born Tsar, not to mention Prussia and Austria, were the 
oppressors of ‘all the Slavs’. To Marx, the Polish question was one to be resol- 
ved in the general salvation of mankind by the victory of the proletariat over 
the bourgeoisie. Since the conflict between the two ‘was most developed in Eng- 
land’ — as he told the English Chartists at the 29 November London banquet — 
their best way of helping the Poles and ‘all the oppressed’ peoples of Europe 
was to topple the English bourgeoisie: ‘Poland’, he said, ‘is not to be freed in 
Poland but in England.®3 

To Bakunin, on the other hand, the Poles were part of the Slav forces who 
would regenerate the ‘decadent’ Western world. In Brussels he met the aging 
Lelevel again, as well as the leaders of the other factions that divided the small 
Polish colony in Belgium. On 14 February 1848, in memory of the Decembrist 
insurrection, Bakunin was invited by Lelevel to deliver a speech at the Associa- 
tion Démocratique. According to his later account (the speech itself has not 
survived), he spoke of a European revolution and predicted ‘the inevitable 
destruction of the Austrian Empire’ by the united Russo-Polish and Slav forces. 

Bakunin respected Lelevel’s personality, but considered him ‘a broken man 
and a complete nullity in politics’. He also found that the various small clans of 
émigrés, though ‘separately all good Poles, are worthless together as a party.’ 
Whether because of this or because the rumours that he was a Russian agent 
cast a shadow over his newly achieved fame, nothing came of his plan for an 
alliance with the Poles. 

Altogether, Bakunin had an unhappy time in Brussels. Like Marx, he had no 
money, and he had to rely on Sazonov’s sister Maria Podudensky to come to his 
rescue. Feeling miserable, and finding that the Association Démocratique too 
was ‘the greatest humbug imaginable’, he preferred to frequent a circle of 
Polish aristocrats and Jesuits who tried to convert him to the Catholic faith: 
‘Their ladies also concerned themselves about my spiritual salvation. I was 
greatly entertained in their society.’ 
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As for Marx and the German Communist group in Brussels, Bakunin gave 
them a wide berth. Before the end of December 1847, hardly arrived in Brus- 
sels, he had written ina letter to Herwegh: 


The Germans, those craftsmen Bornstedt, Marx and Engels ~ espe- 
cially Marx — are plotting their usual mischief here. Vanity, malice, 
squabbles, theoretical intolerance and practical cowardice... The single 
word bourgeois has become an epithet which they repeat ad nauseam, 
though they themselves are ingrained bourgeois from head to foot. 


In a word, lies and stupidity, stupidity and lies. Impossible to breathe 
freely in such company. I keep away from them... 


Bakunin was jealous of Marx, and for good reasons. Marx, besides his circle of 
15 to 20 intimates and his troop of 100 followers in the German Workers’ Edu- 
cational Society, had a mouthpiece for recruiting more people to his ideas in the 
Deutsche Briisseler Zeitung. He was also engaged in co-ordinating the Commu- 
nist League’s branches in London and Paris into a disciplined, if smal] interna- 
tional organization, and launching a new doctrine upon the world in The 
Communist Manifesto. 

But discipline, organizational work and abstract thinking were foreign to 
Bakunin, who was all impulses, instinct and spontaneous action. Ever since he 
had learned from Weitling that ‘only the people have the audacity to put the 
arm of destruction to work’, Bakunin had been dreaming of reforming the 
world by enlisting the destructive-creative ‘fire of the people’. Christ and 
Luther, he had written in 1843, ‘came from the simple people.’ But Bakunin did 
not know ‘the people’, nor had he made the slightest effort to meet them. 

Bakunin’s hour was to come two and a half months after his arrival in Brus- 
sels, when the ‘February revolution’ broke out in Paris. Hastening to the French 
capital and joining the revolutionary guards and workmen on the barricades, he 
was at last to make the acquaintance of ‘the people’, to find his ‘bride, the revo- 
lution’, and to start his legendary career as an international rebel. 

But before that happened, during his cheerless days in Brussels he spent 
much of his time maligning the various Polish leaders to one another. Bakunin 
was no small intriguer. At that, his strictures about the ‘squabbles’ going on 
among Marx and his people were not entirely without foundation. For since the 
autumn of 1847, Marx and Engels were indeed engaged in a tug-of-war with 
Bornstedt; Engels’s character assassination of Hess had reached a new inten- 
sity; and dissensions about the programme and principles of the Communist 
League threatened to tear apart its various branches. Indeed, they were rife 
within Marx’s Brussels branch itself. 
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At the beginning of December, Marx, entrusted by the 2nd London Con- 
gress with the task of formulating the tenets of the new Communist faith, had 
won the first stage of a long power struggle. But The Communist Manifesto had 
yet to be written, published and accepted when ~- within days of Bakunin’s end- 
of-December letter to Herwegh deriding the ‘mischief... malice, squabbles,’ 
etc., among the Germans in Brussels — the tension created by these private as 
well as public ideological conflicts came to a head on New Year’s Eve 1848. 
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Karl and Jenny Marx celebrated New Year’s Eve 1848 at a dinner-dance at the 
‘Le Cygne’ (The Swan) restaurant next to the Brussels Town Hall in the Grand’ 
Place. Nearly 100 couples had been invited to the gaily decorated restaurant. 
The festive programme announced by the organizers — the German Workers’ 
Society — included an after-dinner speech by Marx. Art and politics were to be 
combined in a ‘social political play’, actually a dramatic group recital featuring 
Mme Marx in a prominent role. Moses Hess was to deliver a speech ‘to the 
ladies’, and there was to be all-night dancing and merriment. 

Kar! Marx was almost 30 years old. A slim figure still, of medium height, with 
athletic shoulders, he had a swarthy face and glowing, or glowering, eyes which 
struck some of his admirers even then as ‘flashing like dark lightning’; and his 
coal-black hair and full beard already gave his head some of the shaggy look and 
massive contour which were to coalesce into his final image. 

Stephan Born, the young printer’s apprentice whom Engels had recruited to 
his ideas in Paris and used as his right-hand man for propaganda among the 
workers, had arrived in Brussels in late autumn 1847. He was present at this 
New Year’s Eve celebration — he had in fact written and put together the piece 
in which Jenny Marx was to appear — and in his memoirs he remarked on her 
personality and appearance at the time: ‘I have seldom known a woman so har- 
moniously turned out in looks as well as in her heart and spirit and so captivat- 
ing at the very first glance ...”? 

Born evoked her in these glowing terms 50 years after his first visit to the 
Marx home. In Paris, he had often heard Engels heap ridicule on journeymen 
and manual workers of his own type, and it was with a doubly trepidant heart 
that he had presented himself to Marx, the master. Relieved by the latter’s com- 
plimenting him on a brochure he had written and by Jenny’s friendly welcome, 
he may have been carried away by the memory of the ‘special interest’ she took 
in him when he was but a diffident, ‘hopeful young disciple of her husband’s 
teaching’. 

Indeed, he was only 22, and it is to be doubted that, as a wandering appren- 
tice, he had ever before encountered a woman of Jenny’s breeding or many 


1020 


1848: THE MAKING OF THE COMMUNIST MANIFESTO 


lady-like attributes, captivating at first glance. He found the Marxes living ‘in a 
most modest, one might say shabbily furnished, little lodging in a Brussels sub- 
urb.’ Jenny, though preoccupied by family cares and her children, struck him as 
completely absorbed in her husband’s ideas and totally unlike the type of ‘pot- 
stirring, sock-knitting German Hausfrau.”? 

She had recently started to attend the weekly social evenings staged by the 
Workers’ Society at The Swan for its members and their wives. While on Sun- 
days and Wednesdays Marx’s intellectual associates, and sometimes ‘citizen 
Marx’ himself, would enlighten the workers on matters affecting their condi- 
tion — ‘citizen Engels’, for instance, briefed them on ‘the Stock Exchange as the 
chief agency where proletarians are made’ — Jenny sought to lift their souls and 
those of their wives by reciting elevating poems and prose pieces. With her 
pool-like eyes, her calm face, her aristocratic bearing and her fair-haired beauty 
as yet unravaged as it would be by later miseries, Jenny was sure to attract all the 
glances at the New Year’s Eve party. 

Hess, 36 years old and tall, thin, with long locks framing a goateed intellec- 
tual’s face, was accompanied to the party by his companion, Sibyl Pesch. 
Although Siby] was not over-educated, Jenny Marx liked her natural wit and 
befriended her. But it was Engels, handsome, blue-eyed, with a blond mous- 
tache and the ‘dashing look of a Guards officer’, who sprang a surprise on 
everyone at The Swan. An early cosmopolitan moving between Manchester, 
London, Paris and Brussels, Engels had unwisely decided to attend the 
workers’ celebration in company with Mary Burns — the Irish working-girl who 
had become his mistress in Manchester. He had originally installed Mary and 
her then 16-year-old sister in a small house in a Manchester suburb he could 
conveniently visit. She had since joined him in Brussels. This was to be a life- 
long liaison — later, when he settled in Manchester, it allegedly included the 
sister in a convenient ménage â trois — but Jenny Marx steadfastly refused to 
receive Mary Burns and would not acknowledge her existence by so much as a 
polite nod. 

According to Born’s account of the party, when he came up to greet Karl 
and Jenny Marx, with Engels and his mistress apparently not far away, Marx 
‘gave me to understand by a glance and a significant smile that his wife dec- 
lined in the most rigorous manner to make the acquaintance of that... damsel.’ 
Because Jenny Marx would not share the head table with Mary Burns, the two 
couples were to herald the New Year separately, with a ‘large hall’ between 
them. Jenny might grace the weekly workers’ socials at The Swan with her 
presence, but she was too wholesome and high-principled (“in matters of dig- 
nity and the purity of morals’, as Born later put it, ‘the noble woman was 
intransigent’) to take any but a dim view of Engels’s Irish paramour and his 
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licentious way of living then or later, when — on the death of Mary Burns — her 
sister Lizzy took her place. 

Engels was something of a rake, and his way of bragging even about cheap 
adventures was distasteful to Jenny. Not many months before the New Year, rep- 
orting to Marx that he had run into Hess in a Paris street, he had been unable to 
stop himself from relating how he had ‘left him standing open-mouthed’ in 
mid-sentence while he, Engels, had run off to catch up with two street-bawds 
‘whom the painter Koerner had just picked up!’ 

Though he was wont to blurt out such exploits with an exclamation mark 
and a kind of juvenile satisfaction, Engels was, in his own way, faithful to the 
Burns sisters — 30 years later he would even marry the second on her death-bed. 
But Paris, where he lived on his father’s cash remittances while trying to con- 
vert a couple of hundred ‘boorish’ workmen to Communism, was full of avail- 
able girls. His taste was unrefined, he did not break his head over women, and 
Frau Marx found his cynical, casual treatment of them offensive. 

So at the beginning of the dinner at The Swan, Jenny as well as Marx him- 
self publicly snubbed Engels. Marx, bowing to his wife’s feelings, sacrificed his 
friend to her at the banqueting table, as it were. There was, however, little he 
could have done if he wished to avoid a scene in front of the workers gathered 
for a night of festivity and good cheer with their intellectual leaders. 

To these workers, Engels was the son of the ‘great factory lord of Barmen’. 
Many of them and their solid German wives eyed him with an interest in which 
there was more mistrust than favour. They felt, in fact, as scandalized by his sin- 
ful connection with Mary Burns as Jenny Marx was. This was in the spirit of 
the age. 

Even young Born thought it impolitic and ‘insolent’ of Engels to flaunt in pub- 
lic his doubly improper alliance with an Ermen & Engels factory girl — just like 
any rich boss’s son satisfying his lust with one of his father’s employees. Born 
felt, or so he wrote afterwards, that Engels should have shown more discretion 
and known better than to introduce his mistress to a gathering of workers, 
thereby reminding them of ‘the reproach so often made against the rich sons of 
manufacturers that they took advantage of their position to press the daughters 
of the people into the service of their pleasures.’3 

Then too, by New Year’s Eve 1848, the strain between Engels and Hess had 
reached the point of threatening a public scandal. Besides constantly inveighing 
against Hess and accusing him of preaching the wrong ideas to the German 
workers in Paris, Engels had frequently boasted — in private letters to Marx as 
well as in reports to the Communist Correspondence Bureau in Brussels read by 

others — of having had an affair with Sibyl Pesch, and his bragging had made 
her the subject of gossip in Brussels’s small German colony. 
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Hess, wrongly suspecting that the rumour-monger was Adalbert von Born- 
stedt, the publisher of the Deutsche Brüsseler Zeitung, resolved to challenge him 
to a pistol duel. Only the fact that Bornstedt was out of town and the interven- 
tion of Ferdinand Wolff saved the situation. A member of the Correspondence 
Bureau, Wolff, known by his nickname ‘Red Wolff, contrived to draw up a pro- 
tocol so phrased as to fob off Hess and satisfy his honour. 

Born, who knew of the whole affair, did not mention it in his memoirs. But 
Engels himself, who left Brussels immediately after the New Year but heard 
about its outcome from Marx, referred to it with savage and undisguised delight 
in a letter he sent to him from Paris on 14 January 1848: 


I was enormously tickled by the Mosi business, although annoyed 
that it should have come to light. Apart from you, no one in Brussels 
knew of it save Gigot and Lupus — and Born, whom I told about it in 
Paris once when I was in my cups. Enfin, c’est égal. Moses brandish- 
ing his pistols, parading his horns before the whole of Brussels, and 
before Bornstedt into the bargain!!, must have been exquisite. Ferdi- 
nand Wolffs inventiveness over the minutes m’a fait crever de rire 
[made me split my sides laughing] — and Moses believes that!... Only 
last July here in Paris this Balaam’s she-ass [Sibyl Pesch] made me, in 
optima forma, a declaration of love mingled with resignation, and 


confided to me the most intimate nocturnal secrets of her ménage!+ 


If Engels smarted on New Year’s Eve under the Marxian insult to his Irish flame, 
he was far too eager to remain Marx’s associate to give any outward sign of it. 
He had enough sang-froid to mask his feelings, and dance and drink with Mary. 
Even many years later he would obligingly pack Mary’s sister and successor as 
his mistress off to a pub, in order to clear the coast for a visit by Jenny Marx to 
his London home. 

At The Swan, however, sincerely convinced as he was that Mary Burns was a 
direct descendant of thepoet Robert Burns, he was all the more incensed to see 
her being cold-shouldered by Sibyl Pesch. Informed by Marx after the party 
that Sibyl was furious with him for bringing her into disrepute, he explained his 
motives in a letter: ‘Her rage with me is unrequited love, pure and simple. For 
that matter, Moses came only second in my thoughts... my first desire being to 
revenge myself for all the dirty tricks they had played on Mary.’ 

It would seem that Engels, unable to vent his annoyance at Jenny Marx for 
being friendly to Hess’s mistress while humiliating his own, was taking out at 
least part of it on Sibyl. And in spite of his denial that his rivalry with Hess had 
anything to do with it, he cynically concluded his letter to Marx by saying that 
Hess was 
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perfectly at liberty to avenge himself on all my present, past and 
future mistresses, and for that purpose I commend to him 1) the 
Flemish giantess who lives at my former lodgings, 87 Chaussée d’Ix- 
elles au premier... and 2) a Frenchwoman, Mademoiselle Félicie who, 
on Sunday, the 23rd of this month, will be arriving in Brussels by the 
first train from Cologne on her way to Paris... Kindly pass on this 
information to him in order that he may appreciate my honorable 
intentions. I will give him fair play.5 


Before the dancing started that night at The Swan, Marx rose to propose a toast 
in French. According to the Deutsche Briisseler Zeitung, he praised the ‘liberal 
mission of Belgium... a country where freedom of discussion and association’ 
permitted the planting of seeds that would benefit all Europe. There was some 
irony in this, seeing that the Communist League branch of which he was the 
president was a secret and subversive organization. 

The Polish historian Lelevel then saluted the gathering on behalf of Poland’s 
exiled democrats. Dinner was cleared away and the real party began. There was 
music and German singing, led by the baritone voice of the printer Karl Wallau. 
There was dancing under the festooned gas lampoons in the halls of the inn, 
hung with streamers and gay decorations. There was a hushed interval when 
Jenny Marx appeared with others in Born’s dramatic sketches, earning an ova- 
tion. 

As for the incidents not mentioned in the newspaper report, but referred to 
by Engels in his letter of 14 January and later by Born in his memoirs, they 
showed that the young ‘doctors of revolution’ were prone to human foibles as 
strong as their dynamic qualities and their tremendous urge to change the 
world. For the rest, what happened at The Swan was only the froth of deeper 
conflicts seething within the Communist League since its first London con- 
gress in June 1847. The events of New Year’s Eve 1848 were the culmination of 
a prolonged fight which Marx and Engels had been carrying on with immense 
energy on several fronts, but at last the famous Communist Manifesto was in the 
making in an atmosphere not lacking touches of Byzantine intrigue. 


Europe was on the brink of revolution. On New Year’s Eve everyone took its . 
imminent outbreak for granted. In October 1847 Louis Blanc had told Engels 
in Paris that it would be a more drastic revolution than all previous ones. But 
the Communist League was at the time in a pitiable state. On 14 September its 
London Central Authority, waiting since June for its branches in Switzerland, 
France, Belgium, Germany and Sweden to submit their comments on its pro- 
posed draft of a ‘Communist Credo’ or ‘Confession of Faith’, complained in a 
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circular that so far it had ‘received a definite reply only from the Brussels circle; 
other places... thanked us for our efforts, made some general comments and no 
more.’ 

The Central Authority had sent emissaries to America, Norway, Germany 
and Holland. In America, it reported, the League was in ‘a sad state’. Weitling’s 
arrival had caused discord in the New York branch and after some violent dis- 
putes the whole set-up had collapsed. In Germany the Hamburg branch was dis- 
affected and likewise angry at the split caused in the ranks by the persecution of 
the supporters of Weitling and Griin. In Leipzig some members had defected. 
Things were more hopeful in Berlin and in Sweden, where its emissary, ‘crossing 
the whole country on foot’ with a kitbag of Communist leaflets brought from 
London, ‘distributed them wherever he found German workers.’ He was now on 
his way to Umea and Tornea: ‘A Communist emissary among the Lapps!” 

In a woeful picture of the Communist League’s finances, the Central Autho- 
rity said that although in London each member paid 3d. a week into an educa- 
tional fund, it had completely exhausted its resources on the production of a 
specimen issue of its planned newspaper, Kommunistische Zeitschrift. In spite of 
promises of financial support for the newspaper, the Central Authority noted 
that, ‘apart from the Brussels circle which made a monthly allocation of £1 
sterling for printing expenses and 5 francs for propaganda, we have received 
nothing so far’, and appealed to all its branches ‘not to leave us in the lurch 
now.” But as its appeal met with little response, the newspaper’s specimen issue 
was also its last. 

While singling out the London branch for its ‘remarkable sense of unity’ and 
the Brussels branch for ‘working most energetically’, the Central Authority spoke 
of a split in the large Paris branch. Accusing Weitling’s supporters of having 
‘appropriated the whole Paris League’s treasury’, it further attacked the ‘many’ 
Paris supporters of ‘Griin’s nonsense and Proudhon’s most strange ideas. Oddly 
enough, these people, who are members of the Communist League, seem to reject 
Communism. They want equality and nothing else.’ 

Reminding the recalcitrant followers of Weitling that 10 years of moderation, 
unity and ‘brotherly love’ preached by the tailor had accomplished ‘virtually 
nothing’, the Central Authority declared that ‘there is only room for Commu- 
nists in our League.’ Finally, it censored the ‘dubious’ behaviour of some of its 
branches in Switzerland, especially that of the Berne community, which had 
requested and obtained from it 75 francs for producing a Communist newspaper 
but had used this money ‘to print leaflets by Karl Heinzen, who has shown him- 
self to be the bitterest enemy of the Communists.” 

Karl Heinzen had been deputy editor of the Rheinische Zeitung under Marx 
until its closure in 1844. He had been in Brussels when Marx arrived there in 
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February 1845; in protracted discussions, Marx had tried in vain to convert him 
to Communism. Heinzen — who called himself ‘a republican’ and later took part 
in the revolution in Baden — had since gone to Switzerland. On 26 September 
1847, less than a fortnight after the Cen-tral Authority’s circular, he published 
an article in the Deutsche Briisseler Zeitung in which, in the name of all German 
radicals, he accused the Communists of seeking to split the German revolution- 
ary movement. To the great annoyance of Marx and Engels, Bornstedt, instead 
of refuting his arguments, prefaced them with an editorial note calling for con- 
ciliation ‘between various shades of German revolutionaries abroad’. 

The following day, Engels submitted to Bornstedt the first part of a two-part 
article, ‘The Communists and Karl Heinzen’, in which he questioned Hein- 
zen’s qualifications to represent ‘the German republicans and democrats’ and 
derided him as ‘one of the most ignorant men of this century’. This article, 
written when the Communist League, within months of its birth, was torn by 
divisive currents even as its branches were preparing to vote in secret conclaves 
on a Communist credo or manifesto to be adopted by the forthcoming League’s 
2nd London congress, marked a new and intensified compaign by Marx and 
Engels to purge its ranks of all their opponents. 

One by one, Bruno Bauer, Ruge, Weitling, Kriege and Griin had been swept 
aside. In July, Marx had published his anti-Proudhon Misére de la Philosophie, 
in which he announced that only when there were no more classes and class 
antagonisms ‘will social evolutions cease to be political revolutions’. Borrowing 
a phrase from George Sand, he declared that till then ‘the last word of social 
science’ will always be ‘Le combat ou la mort; la luite sanguinaire ou le néant. C'est 
ainsi que la question est invinciblement posée.’ This phrase — ‘Combat or death; 
bloody struggle or extinction. That’s the only way the question can be put’ — 
may also be seen as the motto under which, in the autumn of 1847, Marx and 
Engels turned their fire on the Proudhonists, Griinians and Weitlingians within 
the ranks of the League’s branches, and on anyone who, like Heinzen, ques- 
tioned their theory of ‘scientific Communism’. 

Their relentless campaign against Heinzen was to last two months. It had 
begun in September with Born’s being sent from Paris to Switzerland to take 
up the cudgels against him as well as Weitling’s strong supporters in that 
country. While there, Born had published an anonymous pamphlet, Heinzen’s 
Idea of the State, a Critique by Stephan. At the same time, a running feud devel- 
oped between Engels and Bornstedt over Engels’s article, ‘The Communists 
and Karl Heinzen’, which Bornstedt at first refused to publish, pleading lack of 
space. Furious at Bornstedt’s breach of his promise to open the paper to their 
contributions, Engels was further incensed to learn that Bornstedt had orga- 
nized a banquet at which, on 29 September, the Association Démocratique was 
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to be launched as a European organization in the presence of democrats from 
several countries. The German Communists in Brussels had not been invited. 
Engels, rightly suspecting that Bornstedt’s large, liberalist federation would 
eclipse ‘our miserable little Workers’ Society’, packed the foundation banquet 
with members of the Society and reported to Marx —who was in Holland trying 
to raise some money from his relatives — that he had managed to have himself 
elected as one of the vice-presidents of the new organization. Having made 
sure that the Communists would be represented on the committee of the Asso- 
ciation Démocratique, he later ceded his place on it to Marx, who became one 
of its dominant figures. 

Under strong pressure from Marx and Engels, Bornstedt finally published 
the latter’s two-part article on 3 and 7 October. But another clash with Born- 
stedt followed a couple of weeks later, when he published Heinzen’s reply 
together with a note to the contending parties to ‘take their polemic elsewhere’ 
as his newspaper could not afford to publish such long articles. 

This time, Marx and Engels hauled Bornstedt before the editorial board, 
which forced him to publish Marx’s reply in full. Thereupon Marx ridiculed 
Heinzen in an essay of some 12,000 words, ‘Moralizing Criticism and Critical 
Morality’, serialized in 5 issues of the Deutsche Briisseler Zeitung. When Hein- 
zen sent a reply from Geneva, a chastised Bornstedt published a note saying 
that the paper refused to allow him to continue ‘his vile private squabble’ and 
would reply to possible public accusations that it denied him the ‘free expres- 
sion of his views’ at the proper time and place ‘if we deem it necessary.’*° 

In the two months between September and November 1847, during which 
Marx and Engels virtually wrested control of his paper from Bornstedt and 
crowned their campaign against Heinzen by closing its columns to him, they 
wrote between them a dozen articles on a variety of political and economic sub- 
jects — from ‘The Civil War in Switzerland’ to ‘The Commercial Crisis in 
England’. After the still-birth of the London Central Authority’s newspaper, 
the Deutsche Briisseler Zeitung became, in fact if not in name, the Communist 
League’s only mouthpiece. 

Besides having won over the London leaders of the Central Authority, 
Schapper, Moll and Bauer, to their side, Marx and Engels had another advan- 
tage. Everything they wrote appeared in several languages, for they had gained 
outlets for their propaganda in the Paris La Réforme and The Northern Star of 
Leeds. Nor was there anyone in the Communist League capable of challenging 
either the economic foundation of their theories or their historical sweep and 
polemical talents. 

In September, Marx had attended a three-day international congress on free 
trade which brought to Brussels the editor of The Economist as well as 150 
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leading political economists and manufacturers from England, Holland, Den- 
mark, Italy and Belgium. They all extolled the benefits of free trade, but on the 
third day the poet and satirist Georg Weerth, who had spent 5 years in England, 
rose from his seat and, speaking in the name ‘of those millions who do not 
believe that free trade will do wonders for them’, warned the assembly: ‘You 
have no longer to fear the Emperor of all the Russias; you dread not an invasion 
of Cossacks, but if you do not take care, you will have to fear the irruption of 
your own workmen, and they will be more terrible to you than all the Cossacks 
in the world.’ 

Marx had prepared a speech, but was refused the opportunity of delivering 
it. He meant to surprise the congress by declaring himself in favour of free 
trade because, by expanding the laws of capitalist production ‘upon the terri- 
tory of the whole earth’, it would spread and sharpen the conflicts and antago- 
nisms inherent in capitalism and hasten ‘the struggle which will itself lead to 
the emancipation of the proletarians.’™ 

Although most of the Belgian and foreign newspapers to which Marx offered 
his speech refused to print it, Engels published it along with Weerth’s speech in 
The Northern Star. This was in line with their intensive journalistic propaganda 
barrage, addressed chiefly to intellectuals. But in the autumn of 1847, Marx and 
Engels took some decisive political actions towards their aim of forging a small 
but influential international movement out of the less educated workmen con- 
stituting the rank and file of the Communist League. 

After disposing of Hess and his supporters in Paris by means of the ‘infernal 
trick’ he played against them, Engels made sure that he and nobody else would 
be the Paris delegate to the 2nd London Congress. He got himself elected on 14 
November ‘with a big majority’ at what he described to Marx as ‘an extremely 
muddled session’. Stephan Born seems to have helped to engineer Engels’s elec- 
tion. Come the revolution, the enterprising Born was to anger Marx and Engels 
by striking out as an independent ‘reformer’ and launching a trade union move- 
ment in Berlin. But in 1847 he was still wholly under the influence of Engels, 
who used him as his contact man with the workers and journeymen and as his 
stooge in some of his mtrigues. Born, who later emigrated to Switzerland, 
became a university professor and eventually settled in London, was to write 
that in 1847, in Paris, he was 


made chairman at a meeting of the secret League [at which] the nom- 
ination of a delegate to the London Central Authority came up... 
Engels wanted the appointment [but] I noticed that it would be very 
difficult to push through. There was strong opposition against him. I 
only achieved his election by going against the rules and asking for a 
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show of hands, not by those who were in favour of his candidacy, but 
by those who were against him.’? 


‘This chairman’s trick’, as Born called it, ‘strikes me today as an abomination. 
“That was well done,” Engels said to me when we went home." In some 
accounts the episode related by Born is said to have taken place before Engels 
attended the first London Congress in June 1847. There is, however, more than 
one reason to support S. Na’aman’s opinion" that Born chaired the ‘muddled 
session’ of 14 November 1847 at which Marx was elected to the 2nd London 
Congress. 

Although Weitling’s supporters had been formally expelled from the Com- 
munist League since its first London Congress, two of the Paris communities, 
out of 5 that took part in the vote, opposed Engels’s nomination, proposing to 
send a delegate of their own to the znd Congress. They were promptly expelled. 
And shortly before Engels’s arrival in Paris, as he reported to Marx, ‘the last of 
the Griinians were thrown out’. The expulsions were undertaken on the princi- 
ple that 100 loyal and disciplined members were better than 500 ideologically 
confused ones. 

On 23-24 November, having got himself a mandate from the Paris branch to 
formulate the basic tenets of ‘orthodox’ Communism and submit them to the 
London Congress in its name, Engels wrote to Marx that he had prepared a 
draft ‘catechism’ of 25 questions and answers entitled ‘Principles of Commu- 
nism’. Describing it as ‘wretchedly worded, in a tearing hurry’, he advised Marx 
that the catechistic form seemed to him unsuitable ‘since a certain amount of 
history has to be narrated in it’. He therefore proposed to call ‘the thing’ a 
‘Communist Manifesto’. 

With only a week to go before the opening of the London Congress, Engels 
suggested to Marx from Paris that they meet on the evening of Saturday, 27 
November, 


in Ostend, Hotel de la Couronne, just opposite the railway station 
beside the harbour... If you come by train, which goes between 4 and 
5 o’clock, you will arrive approximately at the same time as I... We 
shall then have time enough to talk things over... and Sunday morn- 
ing across the water [the Channel]. 


‘This congress’, he wrote in the same letter, ‘must be decisive,’ adding in Eng- 
lish the words, which he emphasized, ‘AS THIS TIME WE SHALL HAVE IT ALL 
Our OWN Way.” 

As arranged, Marx arrived in Ostend on 27 November in the company of the 
Belgian Communist Victor Tedesco. They met Engels, and crossed the English 
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Channel on 29 November. The Communist League being a clandestine organi- 
zation, Marx arrived in London ostensibly in his capacity as vice-president of 
the Brussels Association Démocratique and as its delegate to an international 
meeting of the Fraternal Democrats, organized by the Chartists to mark the 
anniversary of the Polish uprising of 1830. The meeting took place the evening 
of Marx’s arrival in a hall on Great Windmill Street, in Soho, where the Ger- 
man Workers’ Educational Society had its headquarters. This was occasion on 
which Marx told the assembled Chartists that their victory over the English 
bourgeoisie would be decisive in ‘defeating the entire old society’ and that 
Poland would be freed ‘not in Poland but in England.’ 

Engels and the Chartist leaders George Harney and Ernest Jones also spoke. 
The next day, in the same building, the 2nd Congress of the Communist League 
began its secret deliberations. The Congress, presided over by Karl Schapper, 
with Engels as its secretary, lasted 10 days. According to Engels, Marx ‘defen- 
ded the new theory during fairly lengthy debates’ until ‘all opposition and doubt 
were at last overcome.’ No record has survived of the arguments and ideas 
exchanged, but judging by the impression of a participant who later wrote that 
‘Marx was a born leader of people. His speech was brief, convincing and com- 
pelling in its logic. He never said superfluous words; every sentence contained 
an idea and every idea was an essential link in the chain of his argument,’'> 

Marx dominated the discussions; and the end result showed that, as Engels 
had forecast, the two of them had it all their own way. Indeed, whereas the 
League’s aim had previously been conceived as the ‘diffusion and the most rapid 
realization of the theory of communal property’, Article 1 of the Rules adopted 
by the Congress stated its objective to be ‘the overthrow of the bourgeoisie, the 
rule of the proletariat, the abolition of the old bourgeois society which rests on 
the antagonism of classes, and the foundation of a new society without classes 
and without private property.” And before concluding its sessions on 8 Dec- 
ember, the Congress charged Marx with the task of drafting a ‘detailed theoreti- 
cal and practical party programme’, to become known as The Communist 


Manifesto. 


On 31 December, when the German workers in Brussels and their leaders gath- 
ered at The Swan for their New Year’s celebration, it was less than three weeks 
since Marx and Engels (on 13 and 17 December, respectively) had returned 
from London. Marx had brought back with him, besides Engels’s ‘Principles of 
Communism’ with its 25 questions and answers, several other drafts of a Com- 
munist Manifesto which had been given him by the League’s Central Authority. 
He and his wife were as destitute as ever when — as he began a series of lectures 
on ‘Wages’ to the German Workers’ Society — he started jotting down notes for 
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the final text. The 150 francs he had received from his Dutch relatives in mid- 
November had not lasted long. He had gone through the London Congress 
undeterred by the distress in which he had left Jenny and their children. But it 
was on his mind, and from London, on the day the Congress disbanded, he had 
appealed to his Russian friend Paul Annenkoy, who was at the time in Paris, for 
an urgent loan: 


` When I set out on this trip... I left my family behind in the most 
difficult and dire of circumstances. It’s not only that my wife and 
children [Jennychen, Laura and the baby Edgar] were ill. My eco- 
nomic situation just now is so critical that my wife is being veritably 
harassed by creditors and in the most wretched financial straits... 
You would in truth save me from the worst if you could arrange to let 
my wife have a sum of between 100 and 200 francs. I shall, of course, 
be unable to pay you until my money matters have been settled with 
my family.'7 


But Marx had the satisfaction of having launched, with Engels’s help, the first 
international proletarian movement in history. Tireless in their joint effort, 
their singleness of purpose and ruthless elimination of all opposition had paid 
off. They knew what they wanted, and Marx was now about to lay down the 
tenets of modern, ‘progressive’ and ‘scientific’ Communism. Although he bor- 
rowed a number of points from Engels’s draft, it was Marx who wrote most of 
the Manifesto and lent it its historic sweep. Engels was later to write that the 
‘fundamental proposition... the nucleus of the Manifesto’ — the conception of 
history as a class struggle and the role to be assumed by the proletariat on the 
stage of history — belonged ‘solely and exclusively to Marx’. Marx, on the other 
hand, acknowledged Engels’s part in its gestation and named him as its co- 
author. 

He seems to have promised the Central Authority that he would deliver the 
Manifesto in the course of January 1848, for on the 26th of that month a letter 
amounting to an ultimatum was received in Brussels: “The London Central 
Authority hereby charges the authorities of the Brussels circle to notify K. 
Marx that, unless the Manifesto of the C[ommunist] Party reaches London by 
February 1, further measures will be taken against him.’ If he did not produce 
the Manifesto, the letter demanded the ‘instant return of the documents fur- 
nished him by the Congress’. 

Marx had thus only started ‘packing the power of high explosives’ into the 
Manifesto when the New Year’s Eve party took place. Threatening “Communist 
revolution’ and the ‘forcible overthrow of the social order’, he was to write and 
rewrite the altogether 9,600 words of the final version through most of January, 
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not knowing that the resulting 23-page pamphlet was to be overtaken by events 
in the immediate future and to lie about for many decades before going off with 
the effect of a time-bomb. 

Gone were the old slogans of brotherly love, liberty and the like, hitherto 
invoked by the utopian Socialists in the name of justice and morality. Marx was 
to serve notice that the indignant, over-exploited proletariat — no longer plead- 
ing love, but set on conflict — would henceforth attack the liberty of others in 
order to gain its own. Conflict meant hatred and class-hatred was necessary to 
make the working-class aware of its identity, its separate interests and destiny, 
and to fire ‘the proletariat of all lands’ to unite in fighting their oppressors and 
throwing off their chains. 

Poor but not meek, the proletariat would inherit the earth. In times to come, 
The Communist Manifesto would be compared by some to ‘the Prophecy’, and 
Das Kapital to ‘the Torah, the Law’; others would mention Jesus as one of 
Marx’s youthful inspirations. But if the proletariat was the new chosen people, 
it was one not bound by any Covenant with God. Crucified, it would be resur- 
rected — but not under the sign of the cross. Bereft of property and privilege, 
but achieving consciousness of its power, the proletariat would demolish the 
whole society based on property and the class-system — and build a new one 
without a new ruling class. 

This was Marx, the full-grown fighter and prophet at 30. Whatever the source 
of his apocalyptic anger with the existing world, it was barely a dozen years 
since a romantic, idealistic youth had dedicated to his bride the lines: ‘Jenny! 
If we can but weld our souls together, then I shall contemptuously fling my 
glove in the face of the world...[and] stride through the wreckage a creator!’ 
Nor can one fail to note that it was not long since he had reached the conclusion 
that the philosophers had only been interpreting the world; now was the time to 
change it. 

On New Year’s Eve, Marx and Engels may have sat at separate tables through- 
out the evening, but it was Hess, the earliest German Communist, who was the 
odd man out on that night of music and merriment. As a result of Engels’s 
machinations, Hess’s proposed draft of a ‘Manifesto’ would be lost to history, 
and the backstage intrigues attending the birth of The Communist Manifesto 
would long remain forgotten behind the folds hiding history’s minutiae. 

Late in the 2oth century, S. Na’aman, after a thorough investigation of the 
matter, observed that Marx had not been fooled by Engels’s October 1847 
report to him alleging that Hess had created a ‘hellish confusion’ in the minds 
of the ranks of the Paris branch; rather, Marx understood from it that Hess had 
a greater influence on the Communist German workers in Paris than Engels — 
who kept referring to him as a ‘fallen’ hero — was admitting.'® In short, Engels’s 
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own reports signalled to Marx Hess’s potential capability of leading an orga- 
nized opposition to the ‘correct’ party line. 

But this was not the real crux of the ideological-tactical conflict that came to 
a head between Doctors Marx and Hess by New Year’s Eve 1848. That night, 

with everyone talking of revolution, these two not only disagreed about its 
prospects, but were at loggerheads over the tactics to be pursued by the prole- 
tariat if and when it came. Marx held, as he was to state in the Manifesto, that 
the bourgeoisie, constantly embattled on all sides — ‘at first with the aristoc- 
racy’, later on with those of its own ranks whose interests collided with indus- 
trial progress and ‘with the bourgeoisie of other countries’ — always found itself 
‘compelled to appeal to the proletariat, to ask for its help, and thus to drag it 
into the political arena.” The Communists being too few to stage a revolution 
and overthrow the bourgeoisie by themselves, they must ally themselves with 
the Chartists in England and with Louis Blanc in France. 

Not so in Germany. There, according to Marx’s prognosis, the bourgeoisie 
would not support a revolution if it was started by the proletariat. But if the 
Communists encouraged the bourgeoisie to revolt and helped it into the saddle, 
it would pay the workers to keep it in power — until the day when a more devel- 
oped capitalism invited its own destruction and the success of a working-class 
revolution was assured. Until then, the proletariat must absolutely stay out of 
the fray and keep its powder dry. 

Hess dissented. “The German bourgeoisie’, he had recently observed in an 
important article published in 5 instalments by the Deutsche Brüsseler Zeitung, 
was operating ‘a modern industry in the bosom of medieval conditions’. It was 
strong enough to ‘curb the feudal passions’ of the German rulers, but too weak 
and ‘too cowardly’ to stage a revolution. It would never rise or cooperate with 
the workers. ‘The good German burghers hate their feudal oppressors, but 
they’re even more afraid of the oppressed.’ 

Hess, in short, questioned not only Marx’s assumption that, because in the 
French Revolution the bourgeoisie had united with the workers to displace the 
feudal aristocracy, it would do so again; but even more his thesis that once it 
did, it would allow the proletariat to ride to power on its back and instal itself — 
at the climax of the scenario Marx was to outline in The Communist Manifesto — 
as ‘the ruling class’. 

Like Marx, Hess held that industrial development, competition and the cri- 
ses caused by the over-production of goods would ultimately unite the workers 
against their exploiters. In an original formulation of his own, he pointed out 
that the problem to be tackled was actually ‘under-consumption’ due to the fact 
that the ‘masses of the people’ were underpaid and impoverished. A proletarian 
revolution, rather than undercutting production by putting it under communal 
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control, would actually increase production by increasing the purchasing power 
of the proletarian masses. As for the prospects of revolution, Hess remarked 
that conditions were not everywhere ripe for it. It was ‘not inconceivable’ in 
France, where revolution was always round the corner; it was more likely in 
industrialized England; and least of all in Germany. If at all, it would come to 
Germany from the outside, and it would be a proletarian revolution. 

In the fifth and last instalment of his long article on the ‘Consequences of a 
Revolution of the Proletariat’, Hess forecast that 


the German bourgeoisie will tack about between fear and hope on the 
quiet ocean of German misery until a storm surges up in the west and 
the waves of the proletariat foaming up from the depths will break 
over the monarchy, the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie. '9 


The first instalment had appeared on 10 October, and the last was published on 
11 November. The accent placed by Hess on proletarian, not bourgeois, revolu- 
tion was something of a challenge to Marx’s dialectical strategy to goad the 
bourgeoisie into action and then, after some indefinite period of self-destruc- 
tive capitalist rule (during which the proletariat would learn how to exercise 
political power), seize the first opportunity to ‘wrest’ supremacy. 

Hess’s views are believed to have by and large reflected those included in his 
lost draft for a Communist Manifesto, which had been endorsed by the Paris 
branch. Engels had been sufficiently disturbed by the first two instalments of 
Hess’s seria] to write to Marx on 25-26 October: ‘What bug has bitten poor 
Moses that he does not cease to expound his fantasies on the effects of a revolu- 
tion by the proletariat?’ But this nonchalant tone soon gave way to alarm and 
urgency. Within weeks of cautioning Marx that no one must know about the 
underhand method whereby he had got their draft of a manifesto approved, 
Engels was urging Marx to ‘put a stop to Moses’ chatter’. 

Hess, who was in Brussels, had apparently retained a good deal of influence 
in Paris, for Engels confessed to Marx that Hess’s article had caused him enor- 
mous trouble with the Paris workers. ‘Entire district sittings have been wasted 
over it, nor is there any possibility of effectively combatting [it] in the commu- 
nities.’?° 

No one, however — not even Engels, for all his campaign to discredit Hess — 
could accuse Hess of heresy, for other than his difference with Marx on the 
point of bourgeois versus proletarian revolution, Hess’s ideas in his article 
remained within the framework of Marx’s doctrine on the class-struggle as an 
inevitable clash of inimical interests, rather than Hess’s earlier stock-in-trade of 
‘ideas’ or moral principles. Nevertheless, the difference of their views on the 
question of bourgeois versus proletarian revolution — like the personal animosi- 
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ties created by Engels’s allegations about his dalliance with Hess’s mistress — 
had beclouded the New Year’s Eve party. 

Outwardly, and formally, nothing had changed. Once control of the new 
Communist ‘Party’ had passed into the hands of Marx and Engels, the unde- 
mocratic ‘tricks’ and intrigue accompanying the making of its Manifesto would 
hardly bother those of Marx’s intimates who knew of them at all. 

An exception was Stephan Born. The ‘diffident but intelligent young prin- 
ter’s apprentice — whom Engels had recommended to Marx as ‘a fellow most 
receptive to our ideas, drum some more into him and he will be quite useful’ — 
soon realized that the politics of the leaders of the ‘party’ and would-be creators 
of an egalitarian society were in one degree or another ruled by their tempera- 
ments and personal ambitions. As a manual worker, Born cared less for the theo- 
ries of Marx and Engels about ‘the remote time when the capitalist world might 
disintegrate from within’, than about how to influence immediate events. When 
the revolution broke out, he was to go to Berlin and to be successful in organiz- 
ing its workers, on the idea that a trade union movement could ultimately 
‘become a political power for social reform in a democratized state’. Engels 
never forgave Born his independent action and was to accuse him of ‘being in 
haste to make a political career’. 

Before that, on the eve of the revolution, Engels, ebullient after the success 
of his manoeuvres, was so eager to get the better of the man he considered his 
rival that he was to urge Marx to attack Hess publicly. Simultaneously and on a 
separate track, Marx and Engels continued their feud with Bornstedt. Unlike the 
personal jealousy animating Engels’s campaign against Hess, their conflict with 
the newspaper editor was ideologically justified. Bornstedt was found to be in 
cahoots not only with Heinzen but with Marx’s Paris friend Herwegh. The three 
of them planned a grandiose alliance with Germany’s ‘democrats’, and once the 
commotion started hoped to establish there — contrary to Marx’s strategy — a 
‘republican’ but anti-Communist regime. For falling in with this plan of Her- 
wegh and Heinzen, Bornstedt was to be expelled from the Communist League in 
March. 


The Communist Manifesto opens with the well-known words: ‘A spectre is haunt- 
ing Europe — the spectre of Communism.’ This line had first appeared in Hess’s 
recent serialized article on ‘The Consequences of a Revolution of the Prole- 
tariat’. There was no plagiarism in Marx’s use of it, for other writers on both 
sides of the fence spoke at the time of Communism as a nightmare. Thus George 
Sand in March 1848, when she effectively became Minister of Propaganda of the 
new French Republic and responsible for its official Bulletins, was to write: “The 
great fear — or pretext — of the aristocracy at this hour is Communism.’ Only a 
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few copies of The Communist Manifesto had reached France by that date and it is 
almost certain that George Sand had not read its opening line.” 

But some other ideas formulated by Hess in his article were to find their way 
into the second part of the four-part Manifesto of the Communist Party, to use 
its actual title. Marx alone, however, had the temerity to announce in this docu- 
ment that when ‘the proletariat, the lowest stratum of present-day society’, 
bestirred itself to revolt, ‘the whole superstructure of official society will be 
sprung into the air’ — i.e., blown to kingdom come! Combined with this, Marx 
had the philosophic knack of promising that once the proletariat had seized 
power it would, dialectically as it were, dissolve itself in a classless society. 

‘Political power’, the Manifesto declared, was ‘merely the organized power of 
one class for oppressing another’; the struggling proletariat, however, if com- 
pelled to ‘sweep away by force’ the old conditions of production, ‘if, by means of 
a revolution, it makes itself the ruling class... then it will, along with these con- 
ditions, have swept away the conditions for the existence of class antagonisms 
and of classes generally, and will thereby have abolished its own supremacy as a 
class.’?? 

Far from denying that the bourgeoisie had played a ‘revolutionary’ role in 
history, the Manifesto wanted to make it clear why the bourgeoisie was the ‘rul- 
ing class’, and why it would be destroyed with its own weapons: 


The bourgeoisie, during its rule of scarce one hundred years, has 
created more massive and more colossal productive forces than have 
all preceding generations together. Subjection of Nature’s forces to 
man, machinery, application of chemistry to industry and agricul- 
ture, steam-navigation, railways, electric telegraphs, clearing of whole 
continents for cultivation, canalization of rivers, whole populations 
conjured out of the ground — what earlier century had even a presen- 
timent that such productive forces slumbered in the lap of social 


labour? 


While fulsomely praising the bourgeoisie’s accomplishments, the Manifesto 
damned it to hell at the same time. For if its growing capital and accumulating 
wealth meant more work, it also meant over-production and ruthless competi- 
tion, leading to endemic economic crises. The conquest of new markets and the 
more thorough exploitation of the old ones, or their wholesale liquidation, only 
paved the way for ‘more extensive and more destructive crises’. 

Caught in this vicious spiral were the ranks of the proletariat — ‘a class of 
labourers who live only so long as they find work’, and must ‘sell themselves 
piecemeal, like a commodity’. Exposed to ‘all the fluctuations of the market’, 
this ‘special and essential product’ of the bourgeoisie — the proletariat — was now 
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the only ‘really revolutionary class’. In short, like a sorcerer who has lost con- 
trol of the forces he has unleashed, modern bourgeois society, with its gigantic 
means of production and exchange, had with its own hands created its grave- 
diggers. 

‘The first step in the revolution by the working class’, Marx announced in 
the Manifesto, ‘is to raise the proletariat to the position of the ruling class.’ It 
was when describing how the new proletarian government would transform 
society by revolutionizing the existing system of production that a certain simi- 
larity between the measures proposed here by Marx and those earlier advocated 
by Hess in his article in the Deutsche Briisseler Zeitung became noticeable. 

Hess had written that one of the first measures would be a partial abolition of 
private industry. The final objective was its total abolition, but not by ‘violent’ 
and sudden nationalization. Rather, the process would be a gradual one, start- 
ing with the larger industries, for it would take time ‘to change the structure’ of 
society. 

Marx wrote in the Manifesto that ‘the proletariat will use its political supre- 
macy to wrest, by degrees, all capital from the bourgeoisie.” As Marx was the 
more radical of the two, Hess may have had a moderating influence on him. 
Hess had stressed that, contrary to fears that proletarian revolution would cause 
a standstill in production, the new rulers would regard augmenting production 
as one of their first tasks. Marx likewise hastened to promise that the govern- 
ment would do everything ‘to increase the total of productive forces as rapidly 
as possible.’ 

Hess had written of ‘the imposition of progressive taxes on capital’; Marx, in 
his Ten Points in the Manifesto, stipulated ‘a heavy progressive or graduated 
income tax’. Hess had advocated ‘a partial or total abolition of the rights of 
inheritance’; Marx wrote simply, ‘abolition of all rights of inheritance’. Hess: 
‘Confiscation... of all the property of dukes, priests, noblemen, which becomes 
ownerless due to the revolution’; Marx: ‘Confiscation of property of all emi- 
grants and rebels.’ Hess: ‘The establishment of large-scale common industries 
and agricultural enterprises to provide work for all who seek it’; Marx: “Estab- 
lishment of industrial armies... combination of agricultural and manufacturing 
industries.’ 

Hess attenuated the process of ‘uprooting private industry from its very foun- 
dation’, both to make it less frightening than it might sound and because he con- 
sidered that to proceed with it overnight was unrealistic. In the first period after 
the revolution, he had written, ‘a considerable number of people will continue to 
live on the interest of their capital or from the profits of their properties’. With 
the government transferring taxes to, and otherwise favouring, a strong public 
industry, the private sector would gradually wither away. As S. Avineri put it in 
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1985, this approach — designed to signal that the revolution would not be imposed 
by ‘the bayonets of the proletariat’ — was ultimately adopted by Marx, with the 
result that in ‘its most amazing feature’ The Communist Manifesto did not include 
nationalization of industry, but only of land.73 

There is little doubt, however, that Hess’s lost or suppressed draft of a mani- 
festo may not have stood comparison with the combination of historic breadth, 
dialectical power of analysis and ringing language which lent force to Marx’s 
call for revolution. At the New Year’s party in Brussels, Marx and Engels felt 
sure that the collapse of the bourgeoisie was close at hand. The discrepancy of 
views between them and Hess found expression in the Manifesto’s declaration 
that ‘the Communists turn their attention chiefly to Germany, because that 
country is on the eve of a bourgeois revolution... and because the bourgeois rev- 
olution in Germany will be but the prelude to a proletarian revolution following 
immediately upon it.’ 

So convinced were they of the strength of the German bourgeoisie and its 
chances of carrying out a victorious revolution in the first instance that on 23 
January 1848 — with the first shot yet to be fired — Engels, in an article in the 
Deutsche Briisseler Zeitung, served notice on ‘the gracious masters of capital’ 
that they must rise in arms to rid feudal Germany of kings, barons and clerics. 
At the same time, ‘laying our cards on the table’, he informed them in the name 
of their proletarian ally ‘that they will only be working in our interest’. Declar- 
ing that they must nonetheless ‘conquer, or perish’, he notified them with his 
usual bravado that ‘for a reward you will be allowed to rule for a short time’, 
but the proletariat would be waiting for them sword in hand after the feast. 

The article, quoting the leitmotiv of Heine’s ballad ‘Sir Olaf? (‘Ritter Olaf), 
admonished them not to forget one thing: ‘The headsman stands at the door!’?4 
The events of the revolution, however, were to prove that Hess was right in 
doubting the revolutionary potential of the ‘cowardly’ German bourgeoisie. 
Nor did he believe that the revolution would break out in Germany first. 

In The Communist Manifesto, Marx took up the reproach that the Commu- 
nists wished to abolish countries and nationalities: ‘The working men have no 
country. We cannot take from them what they have not got.’ The 23-page Man- 
tfesto contained a summary of Marx’s theory of history and other elements of 
the doctrine he was to spend the rest of his life elaborating. 

But when describing the society of the future, it mixed an accurate forecast 
of the progress of technology with a well-nigh utopian vision of peace on earth: 


National differences and antagonisms between peoples are daily 


more and more vanishing, owing to the development of the bour- 
geoisie, to freedom of commerce, to the world market, to uniformity 
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in the mode of production and in the condition of life corresponding 
thereto. 


The supremacy of the proletariat, Marx promised, ‘will cause them to vanish 
still faster’. Once it had become the ruling class, all national enmities would 
simply end, together with the cessation of the class-struggle. Marx and Engels 
were to cling to this view in the face of later developments. 

Declaring that the Communists were ‘the most advanced and resolute sec- 
tion’ of the international proletariat capable of showing it ‘the line of march’ 
leading to its ultimate victory, Marx announced in the Manifesto that ‘the 
immediate aim of the Communists is... formation of the proletariat into a class, 
overthrow of the bourgeois supremacy, conquest of political power by the pro- 
letariat.’ 

As mentioned earlier, the organization of ‘the working class’ as a ‘universal 
union’ or party for the purpose of acquiring ‘real power’ had first been con- 
ceived by Flora Tristan in the booklet Union Ouvriére, published in Paris in 
1843. That year, Hess and Ruge had visited Tristan at her salon in the rue du 
Bac. Marx, who read her booklet, mentioned her briefly in The Holy Family, 
but never acknowledged the fact that he adopted her formula for the ‘self- 
emancipation’ of the proletariat. 

In 1844, Tristan set out on a tour of France’s chief industrial centres. Urg- 
ing factory hands everywhere to form a political party and trade unions that 
would fight for their rights, she advised them in particular to devote some of 
the ‘money power’ to be acquired from membership dues to the education of 
the women because women, being ‘in charge of the children male and female’, 
would raise a new generation of educated and intelligent workers of both 
sexes. 

In the course of this exhausting tour she died at the age of 41, and was buried 
at Bordeaux in November 1844. Of all the writers who were in time to rescue 
her from oblivion by stressing her tireless feminist and Socialist work — some 
even placing her at the head of the line that was to produce such revolutionary 
figures as Clara Zetkin and Rosa Luxemburg — Maximilien Rubel appears to 
have been the only one who both noted Marx’s debt to Flora Tristan and pro- 
vided an explanation for his failure to acknowledge it. In a little-known essay, 
Rubel quoted a passage in her diary: “The Jewish people died in abasement, and 
Jesus lifted them up. The Christians die today in abasement and Flora Tristan, 
the first femme forte, will lift them up.’ He observed that she had at one time 
frequented the circle of Enfantin, who made a mystic cult of the ‘Female- 
Mother-Messiah’. Marx, Rubel wrote, ‘fully recognized the formidable dynam- 
ism’ of Flora Tristan’s social programme but could not accept, let alone identify 
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with, her invocation of transcendental forces and her apparent self-image as an 
instrument of the gods. 

He adopted her message, even ‘made it his own’, but purged it of all traces of 
mysticism and gave it a new formulation equipped with the driving force of his- 


toric necessity.*> 


‘The Communists’, Marx and Engels declared in the Manifesto, ‘everywhere 
support every revolutionary movement against the existing social and political 
order of things’ — including ‘the Agrarian Reformers in America’, the Chartists 
in England, the Socialists in France, the bourgeois radicals in Switzerland, the 
nationalist revolutionaries in Poland — as well as ‘the democratic parties of all 
countries.’ Whether or not the take-over of the Communist League encouraged 
them to hope that they would dominate these other parties in time, decades later 
Lenin was to pronounce a Communist strategy: ‘We shall gladly lean for support 
on other leftist parties — like the rope leaning on the neck of a man about to be 
hanged.’ 

The Communist Manifesto was a masterpiece not so much for the truth of 
some of its generalizations — of which, in spite of its propagandistic purpose, 
there were quite a few — but for the eloquence of its message to the workers that 
history was with them. It was a document all the more remarkable because it was 
written by two young men who were not of proletarian origin. The Manifesto 
included Marx’s observation that when a rotten society is in its death-throes ‘a 
small section of the ruling class cuts itself adrift, and joins the revolutionary 
class.” 

Indeed, long after his death, ‘Marxism’ was to appeal to some of the intellec- 
tual élite in many countries as a satisfactory, altruistic, as well as ‘scientific’, 
design to change the human condition. The incoherent mass of workers who 
were less interested in philosophy learned from it that the class struggle was 
historically inevitable; that they were not only ‘the majority’ but ‘the class that 
holds the future in its hands’, and that in ‘a society without classes and without 
property... accumulated labour, which is capital’, could be used to improve their 
own lives, instead of serving their masters. 

The final message of the Manifesto that would imprint itself on the minds of 
generations to come was as clear as it was simple: ‘Let the ruling classes tremble 
at Communist revolution. The proletarians have nothing to lose but their 
chains. They have a world to win. WORKING MEN OF ALL COUNTRIES, UNITE!’ 

In The Communist Manifesto, Marx, the supposedly dispassionate scholar, 
combined political-economic theory with the wrath of an Old Testament pro- 
phet. But he did not, as it was later said, feel like a new Moses on Mount Sinai 
‘going to his people, the workers of the world’. This was hardly his conscious 
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self-image. To be sure, he was living up to and acting out the high ‘vocation’ of 
serving mankind of which he had spoken in his school-leaving essay; also, he 
was showing the way to the Promised Land — the new Communist society which, 
besides enriching and advancing the life of the workers, would ultimately lead 
to the classless society of the future, a society free of conflicts. 

On the eve of 1848, Marx hardly saw himself as a saviour or a new Messiah. 
As a philosopher, he was far too busy — politically busy, trying to direct an 
impending revolution from his writing desk — to harbour any such thoughts. 
Marx saw himself primarily as the great educator of the proletariat. The ‘boors’ 
—as he and Engels kept referring to the working plebs of their time — had to be 
awakened to, and given an understanding of, the role they could, were indeed 
destined to, play in history. 

The Manifesto did not present Communism as a new religion. Nor did Marx 
have to promulgate any new messianic or other faith in explicit words. His 
announcement that the revolt of the oppressed hosts of the proletariat would 
rid humanity of the rule of Mammon and every other tyranny, that in the class- 
less society there would be no more oppressors and oppressed, was enough to 
cast him in the role of a secular saviour emancipating man from traditional reli- 
gion, and pointing the way for him to establish the kingdom of heaven on earth 
—a kingdom in which man made his own fate and did not have to look to heaven 
for help or consolation. 

Marx’s metaphysical project of making a better world by producing nothing 
less than a new type of man who, once in power, would give up its trappings, 
left the course of the ultimate movement of history — the question how the new 
society was to function under ‘the rule of the proletariat’ — in a hazy fog and as 
open to controversy as the question what paradise looks like. 

The ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ is nowhere mentioned in The Communist 
Manifesto. That loaded term did not appear in the Marxian vocabulary until 
March 1850, and its meaning was to become the subject of hot contention 
throughout the 2oth century. All that Marx allowed in the Manifesto was that 
the revolution — ultimately to be staged by the entire proletariat, of which his 
own Communist League was only the vanguard — was to be the first made on 
behalf of a majority of the people. It was therefore also to be the last. 

Vagueness is of course not incompatible with prophecy, and may sometimes 
be its complement. If there was a supermundane aspect to Marx’s proclama- 
tion, it stemmed from his feeling that he knew ‘the end of the days’ and the fact 
that, like the will of Jehovah in the Old Testament account — which is ‘beyond 
human verification’ and contains ‘no forecast that would permit a critical test 
before the end of historical time’ — Marx’s Communist programme could not 
be tested before it was put into effect.” 
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It was this aspect, coupled with the messianist longing in the hearts of men 
and Marx’s prophetic, universalist tone that were to catch the imagination of 
people and lend the secular Communist Manifesto a hallowed gospel-like aura; so 
much so, that in later days, when Lenin was young, Russian revolutionaries agi- 
tating for Marxism would still speak of its aims in such misty terms as ‘building 
a kingdom of justice, a kingdom of truth’. 

Marx and Engels, brooking no opposition and increasingly behaving like some 
papal authority preserving holy writ against blasphemers, ultimately encouraged 
their image as the founders of a new religion. Fanatic in their hatred of the bour- 
geoisie and the whole political-social system in which they lived, feeling superior 
to both the ‘enemy’ and their own partisans, they gained strength from their 
single-mindedness in relating absolutely everything to the class struggle, but it 
also blinded them to all other forces, rational, supra-rational or irrational, that 
shaped history by causing religious, ethnic or nationalist conflict. 

Frock-coated, with a thick black mane, Karl Marx, when carving out the hot 
angry pages of The Communist Manifesto in January 1848, was delineating the 
exact path the proletariat had to follow to conquer the future. Already in The 
German Ideology he had declared that ‘the Communists do not preach morality 
at all’;?7 and Engels was later to write in his and Marx’s name that ‘we reject 
every attempt to impose on us any moral dogma whatsoever... Morality has 
always been a class morality [which] has justified the domination and the inter- 
ests of the ruling class.’28 

Marx, about to become the infallible head of a new dogma, rose against mon- 
strous injustice but chose to ignore the possibility that other men might have a 
developed sense of justice, morality or freedom — in short, a conscience — not 
influenced by their social condition. In the Communist society of the future 
there would presumably be a new kind of love — not the love which destroyed 
families by turning women and children into factory slaves; a new kind of free- 
dom, and not the liberty for some to exploit others; even a new kind of justice, 
and not the unjust conditions which made the poor and starving commit most 
of the crimes. 

For the rest, bourgeois literati, poets and scientists — and not only merchants 
and manufacturers — were described in the Manifesto as no better than ‘paid 
hirelings of the system’. When he was charged with sedition in Cologne a year 
later, his acquittal by a bourgeois jury did not change his mind that bourgeois 
jurors — along with doctors, curates and all the rest of them — might be moved 
by anything but class considerations. 

Carl Schurz, a revolutionary Bonn student who later emigrated to the USA, 
where he became a Senator and eventually Secretary of the Interior, was pre- 
sent at a democratic conference addressed by Marx a couple of months after he 
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wrote The Communist Manifesto. In his memoirs Schurz was to recall the 30- 
year-old Marx as a figure who attracted general attention, and whose utterances 
were full of substance and ‘meaning, logical and clear’. But, Schurz went on, 


I have never seen a man whose bearing was so provoking and intoler- 
ant. To no opinion which differed from his own did he accord the 
honour of even condescending consideration. Everyone who con- 
tradicted him he treated with abject contempt... I remember most 
distinctly the cutting disdain with which he pronounced the word 
bourgeois; and as a bourgeois — that is, as a detestable example of the 
deepest mental and moral degeneracy — he denounced everyone that 
dared to oppose his opinion.?9 


When Marx later heard of Stephan Born’s amazing success in organizing the 
Berlin workers, he contemptuously dismissed ‘Herr Born’s idea of modest 
social reforms’. For Marx thought of revolution in different terms. The revolu- 
tion he contemplated when he wrote the Manifesto was to be ‘the greatest politi- 
cal take-over in history’, and not a matter of gaining ‘a bit of political influence 
here and there.’ 


On 6 January 1848, the Deutsche Briisseler Zeitung reported on the New Year’s Eve 
celebration of the German Workers’ Society, and highlighted the toast Marx had 
proposed to Belgian liberalism. The celebration had ended with a ‘speech to the 
ladies’ delivered by Hess. After a night of merriment and dancing, Karl and 
Jenny Marx, Friedrich Engels and Mary Burns, Moses Hess and Sibyl Pesch, 
heavy with food and drink, made their way through the confetti carpeting the 
floor of The Swan towards the exit strewn with sawdust. Tired but exuding good 
fellowship, they parted from each other and the revellers around them to cheerful 
cries of ‘Happy New Year!’ When they stepped out into the cold with their ladies 
and greeted the dawn of 1848 in the Grand’Place of Brussels, it was the last tirne 
the three early architects of Communism would ever be seen together. 

On 14 January, Engels, who had left Brussels for Paris immediately after the 
New Year, reported to Marx that things were ‘going wretchedly with the [Corn- 
munist] League here’. Describing the German journeymen who constituted 
most of its membership as sluggish ‘jackasses’ who remained devoted to the 
ideas of Weitling and Proudhon, he wrote that some of them were ‘ageing 
boors, others are aspiring petty bourgeois [and] nothing can be done... I am 
making one last attempt, and if it doesn’t work, I will give up.’ 

Engels thus admitted the failure of his year-long attempt to carry the Paris 
branch. He had underhandedly got its leaders to adopt his version of a Com- 
munist credo, but the last its rank and file had heard was Hess’s version — and 
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now they refused to rally to a banner in the colour of the Marx-Engels prog- 
ramme, just as it was about to be openly unfurled in the final text of the forth- 
coming Communist Manifesto. Unable to win them over or to rope in the French 
democrats either, Engels sounded rather put out, but hoped that the appear- 
ance of the Manifesto would do the trick.3° 

The February rising of the Paris students and workers was only a month 
away when Marx received Engels’s letter. As he intensified his labours on the 
Manifesto to meet the 1 February deadline given him by the London Central 
Authority, he had no idea of the revolution that would spread like a forest fire 
from Paris to Prague and from Italy to Hungary, at first bearing out his highest 
hopes, only to end in bitter disappointment. 

With Engels urging Marx publicly on 14 January to attack Hess or to ‘send 
him into exile’, and seeing that Hess’s refusal to abide by their strategy and 
tactics seemed indeed unforgivable on the eve of the revolution, it was long 
thought that the section of their jointly signed Manifesto attacking Germany’s 
reprehensible ‘utopian’ or ‘true Socialists’ was chiefly directed against Hess. The 
‘true Socialists’ were blasted not only for their writings full of ‘sorry “eternal 
truths”, all skin and bone... steeped in the dew of sickly sentiment’, but for 
being reactionaries whose ethical Socialism ‘served the absolute governments as 
a welcome scarecrow against the threatening bourgeoisie... just at the time 
[when] these same governments dosed the German working-class risings with 
floggings and bullets.’3! 

At that, Hess was nowhere mentioned by name in the Manifesto. Since to 
brand him even by allusion as a reactionary smacked of falsifying history, the 
question whether he was really the chief unnamed target of Marx’s attack in 
this particular section of the Manifesto was to exercise scholars until late into 
the zoth century. It became all the trickier in 1966, when Edmund Silberner, in 
the first modern biography of Hess, wrote that ‘clear allusions’ in the Manifesto 
pointed to him. Silberner stressed, however — as did Robert Tucker about the 
same time — that Hess had never been a ‘true Socialist’. Indeed, Engels admit- 
ted as much in a three-line note he wrote before his death, in which he named 
Karl Grün — and not Hess — as the chief representative of the ‘shabby’ group 
designated in the Manifesto as ‘true Socialists’ .3? 

But this note was soon forgotten, and Engels’s constant mockery of Hess in 
his correspondence, followed by the Marxist thinker Georg Lukacz in 1926 dis- 
missing Hess as a tragic figure of a theorist ‘brought to ruin by his contact with 
materialist dialectic’, had the combined effect that for decades thereafter Hess — 
in a spate of literature to be produced in East Germany, but not only there — was 
disqualified, sometimes in Stalinist fashion, either on the grounds of his ‘ethical 
utopianism’, or his lack of dialectical sharpness and historic perspective.33 
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In fact, Hess was the leader of the school of German philosophical Commu- 
nism. Marx himself, in his middle age, wrote that when he and Engels set to 
work on The German Ideology in the spring of 1845, ‘we resolved... to settle our 
accounts with our former philosophic conscience.’3+ As Robert Tucker put it, 
Marx reached the idea of the proletariat by ‘the philosophical path’ and by ‘the 
doctrine of human self-alienation he had developed under the primary influ- 
ence of Hegel, Feuerbach and Hess.’35 

Settling accounts with his own past may of course have made Marx’s vitupe- 
rations against the ‘true Socialists’ — the label under which he lumped together 
his rival post-Hegelian German Socialist philosophers — all the more violent. But 
this does not prove that Hess was the unnamed target of his attack in the Mani- 
festo. That question and its twin — whether there was a final rupture between 
Marx and Hess in 1848 — were laid to rest only in 1982, when S. Na’aman, con- 
testing earlier opinions that there was ‘a complete break’ between the two and 
they never resumed relations, emphasized that there was no ‘resumption of rela- 
tions’ because relations were never broken off. Na’aman observed that the treat- 
ment meted out to Hess after their discord in 1848 was entirely different from 
Mary’s ruthless assault on Proudhon, ‘the purging’ of Weitling, the liquidation 
of Griin, Kriege and other dissidents. 

Those of them who had been members of the Communist League were 
simply expelled, and Marx and Engels never again collaborated with the 
others or any organization to which they belonged. By contrast, Hess was 
treated like a Communist whose tendencies and capabilities as ‘the intellectual 
head of a potential opposition movement’ were ‘harmful to the party’, one 
with whom one lives in tension or excludes. ‘But no exclusion ever took 
place.’3° Indeed, Marx and Hess, during their long years as the frustrated 
exiles of a failed revolution — Marx in London, and Hess in Geneva and even- 
tually in Paris — kept closely watching and growling at each other. But it is sig- 
nificant that in the autumn of 1867 Hess, always ready to put past feuds and 
grudges behind him, was to do his utmost in Paris to arrange for Marx’s Das 
Kapital to be translated into French. This resulted in a series of discreet and 
indirect contacts — with Marx’s wife writing from London on his behalf to 
Hess’s wife Sibyl. Marx, through another intermediary, hedged his approval of 
a French translation of Das Kapital with so many conditions that nothing 
came of it at the time. 

In 1868, Hess — who had by then helped to found the large German Social 
Democratic Party — began to attend congresses of the First International, and 
Marx grudgingly applauded one of his ‘excellent’ speeches. Not only that, but 
their joint opposition to the Proudhonists and Bakunin led to a quasi-revival of 
their ‘symbiosis of ideas’ — climaxed by Hess’s acting on several occasions as 
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Marx’s personal representative when Marx was unable to attend congresses of 
the International in Brussels or Basle.37 

On the eve of the 1848 revolution, however, Engels — though unsuccessful in 
his attempt to persuade Marx to get rid of Hess — had every reason for satisfac- 
tion. His year-long ‘character assassination’ of Hess, mixing ideology with per- 
sonal vendetta, had by then assured him the coveted seat next to the ‘pontiff. 

The reasons why Marx preferred to have Engels by his side were many and 
varied. Added to his priceless familiarity with factory conditions in both Ger- 
many and England, his youthful energy, zeal, polemical and propagandistic 
talent, not to mention the invaluable financial life-line he was to extend to Marx 
to his last day and his readiness to serve him loyally in every way, was Engels’s 
boundless optimism, which was to keep up Marx’s spirits through his prolonged 
labours and frequent disappointments. 

Henceforth it was no longer Marx alone, but the two of them, against the 
world. It was a great comfort to Marx to have a lieutenant who not only relieved 
him of some of his burdens but helped him to clarify his ideas; and a para- 
mount factor in their unique relationship was Engels’s complaisant submission 
to Marx’s authority and his readiness to play second fiddle to him. Lest it be 
thought that this is based on guesswork, the foxy Engels, shortly after Marx’s 
death, was to write with satisfaction and without false modesty: ‘All my life I 
have done what I was cut out for — namely to play second fiddle — and I think 
that I have done quite well in that capacity. And I have been glad to have had 


such a wonderful first violin as Marx.’38 


One of the first people Engels had gone to see on his return to Paris at the 
beginning of January 1848 was Heinrich Heine. On the 14th he wrote to Marx 
in Brussels: 


It is nearly all up with Heine. I visited him a fortnight ago and he was 
in bed, having had a nervous fit. Yesterday he was up but extremely 
ill. He can hardly manage three steps now; supporting himself against 
the wall, he crawls from armchair to bed and vice versa. On top of 
that, the noise in his house, cabinet-making, hammering, etc., is driv- 
ing him mad. 


Heine’s physical condition had taken a turn for the worse in September, at the 
end of a quiet summer he had spent at Montmorency. Installed in a rented 
house with a large beautiful garden, he hoped that the country air and quiet 
would calm his nerves. Before leaving Paris he had declared that he wanted to 
see no more doctors: ‘I have noticed that all those who died last winter each had 
a doctor.’ 


1046 


1848: THE MAKING OF THE COMMUNIST MANIFESTO 


Mathilde, a country-born girl, happily looked after the flower beds and 
picked fruit, and on Sundays some of Heine’s friends ~ Théophile Gautier with 
his mistress; Alphonse Royer with his wife; the journalist Alexandre Weill with 
the latest Paris gossip and Heinrich Seuffert, the correspondent of the Augs- 
burger Allgemeine Zeitung with the latest news from Germany ~ would come to 
see them and they would have a champagne party. 

In July 1847 Heine had heard from the poet Freiligrath of the foundation of 
the Communist League in London. Freiligrath further informed him that the 
‘German West End Communist Society opens its Friday meetings with a prayer- 
like recital of your Silesian Weavers song.’ 

While German newspapers that summer carried reports of his death, Heine 
wrote to his mother on 27 July that he was relatively well and leading a quiet 
peaceful country existence. Because of his eye trouble he had decided to engage 
a secretary in the winter. In August he sent greetings to Marx and his wife and 
said that he hoped to visit them in Brussels. In September the Princess Belgio- 
joso informed him that she had found a new apartment for him in Paris and 
would come to Montmorency and tell him the details. 

That visit never took place. On 20 September Heine informed her that for 
the last fortnight he had been unable to walk. His paralysis had suddenly spread 
to the stomach and legs. He returned to his old Paris quarters in the rue Pois- 
soniére. But in October he moved to the apartment the princess had chosen for 
him in the rue de la Victoire. This soon turned out to be a disaster. ‘My infa- 
mous landlord’, Heine wrote to his mother in the winter, ‘has illegally installed 
his horses directly beneath my bedroom and their all-night stomping robs me of 
my sleep.’39 

It was in that noisy apartment that Engels called on him. Heine never revealed 
his true condition to his mother. Although he wrote that he was spending most 
days away from home, the last time he had been out was a few days before or 
after Engels’s visit, when, taking a cab to call on Caroline Jaubert, he had himself 
carried up by his servant to her apartment on the second floor. ‘No sooner was 
he laid on a couch in the salon’, she was to write, ‘than he was overcome by a ter- 
rible cramp which contorted him from head to foot.’ Later she learned that the 
pain of these seizures could only be relieved by the application of hot cones of 
morphine to the spinal column and that Heine was spending up to 500 francs a 
year for this calming poison. 

The moment he recovered from his seizure, he told Caroline Jaubert that his 
disease was incurable and that he had come to make her promise that she would 
never desert him. Then, for comic relief from an embarrassing situation, he 
joked: ‘What a fine hero I should have made for a novelist had I died under your 
roof...’4° To add to his troubles, in January Mathilde had some kind of nervous 


1047 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


fit, and when she was given a drink she bit the glass and broke it with her teeth, 
causing Heine no little ‘panic’ before the splinters were extracted from her 
mouth. ‘Human life so often hangs on a thread,’ he wrote to his mother. 

At the end of that month they moved to another apartment at 9 rue de 
Berlin. But Mathilde had barely finished scrubbing and furbishing it when, on 
6 February, Heine had to be taken to a private hospital. On the 16th he wrote: 
‘For the last ten days I have been at my friend Faultrier’s marson de santé? Math- 
ilde and her friend Pauline moved in with him. Bedridden, ‘unable to walk two 
steps’, yet sometimes driving out in a carriage, Heine was to stay there until the 
first week of May. 

That was his condition when the revolution started in Paris in February. 
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The February Revolution in Paris: 
‘The Madness of God’ Unleashed 


In Paris during the morning of Tuesday, 22 February 1848, a column of stu- 
dents and workers began to wind its way from the Panthéon across the Seine to 
the Madeleine. There were shouts of ‘Down with Guizot’, and in clashes with 
troops and sporadic violence 5 people were killed. That evening, the chairs of 
cafés along the Champs-Elysées were set on fire, but by midnight order seemed 
to have been restored. 

The February revolution which set Europe aflame for the next two years was 
completely unpremeditated. Originally, on that day 140 opposition deputies 
were to have staged a political banquet expressing their disgust with the govern- 
ment. Seventy such extra-parliamentary manifestations had been held during 
the winter, but this was the first to be accompanied by a popular protest march 
to the banquet hall. Neither Odilon Barrot nor Ledru-Rollin nor Louis Blanc — 
the leaders of the opposition from Right to Left — had planned a revolution. 
With Guizot threatening to forbid the whole affair, they had in fact on the rgth 
tacitly reached a face-saving agreement with the government. The banqueters, 
accompanied by students and unarmed National Guards, would march to a tent 
in the Champs-Elysées. A police officer would declare the proceedings illegal. 
Odilon Barrot would protest the right of public assembly, but would ask the 
crowd to disperse quietly; the case would then be taken to court. 

On Monday the 21st, however, three radical newspapers leaked details of the 
National Guard’s marching orders in the following day’s procession. The gov- 
ernment promptly banned both the banquet and the procession, on the grounds 
that for a political committee to call out the Guard was illegal. The opposition 
leaders, remembering the heavy hand with which Louis-Philippe had suppres- 
sed larger insurrections, thereupon cancelled ail the proceedings planned for the 
morrow. 

The February revolution was thus launched by students, radical neighbour- 
hood leaders and veteran demonstrators who had either not heard of the cancel- 
lation or decided to take things into their own hands. The opposition leaders’ 
loss of control of the situation was matched by miscalculations on the part of 
the King’s men. Having breathed a sigh of relief at the apparent restoration of 
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calm on Tuesday night, they awoke on Wednesday morning to a mounting 
drama. The people of Paris took to the streets. Barricade after barricade went 
up, and members of the National Guard were reported to be joining the demon- 
strators. This was an ominous development, seeing that the part-time National 
Guard was a governmental organization officered by men of property belonging 
to the privileged 240,000 entitled to vote and supposed to defend the ‘bourgeois 
monarchy’. Extending the franchise to 9,000,000 other Frenchmen had been the 
whole object of the reform banquets. 

The government had 30,000 regular soldiers waiting in the rain to restore 
order, but the 75-year-old king, declaring that he had seen enough blood, chose 
to sacrifice Guizot instead. While Guizot went to the Chamber of Deputies and 
informed his stupefied majority that they were no longer in power, Molé was 
appointed Prime Minister in the afternoon. He lasted for exactly 6 hours, dur- 
ing which crowds of workers from the Faubourg Saint-Antoine, waving flags 
and torches, pressed so close on troops guarding the Foreign Office in the 
boulevard des Capucines that the soldiers could not fix bayonets. In the ensuing 
mêlée a shot was fired, and before any one knew it, 50 or so casualties lay on the 
ground. Both sides recoiled in panic, but the insurgents loaded 16 of their dead 
on a cart and paraded them by torchlight through Les Halles to the centre of 
Paris. 

At 1 a.m. on Thursday, 24 February, Thiers was summoned to the Tuileries 
Palace and charged to form a government which, as a sop to the ‘reformers’ and 
to save the monarchy, was to include Odilon Barrot, the leader of the Dynastic 
Left. At dawn, General Bugeaud, the hero of the Algerian war, was placed in 
command of the regular army. He sent 4 columns from the Tuileries to clear the 
way to and ensure the safety of such strategic objectives as the Hotel de Ville, 
the Panthéon and the Place de la Bastille. They encountered a maze of new bar- 
ricades, but while the first two objectives were secured, the column working its 
way towards the Place de la Bastille found its progress barred. The command- 
ing officer sent for instructions to General Bugeaud, but by this time, within an 
hour or so from the start, King Louis-Philippe — giving in to Thiers and other 
advisers — had abandoned the whole scheme. 

The troops were ordered to return to the Tuileries without firing a shot. The 
National Guard, this time called out by the government itself, was to take their 
place in the streets. The hope was that the appearance of the popular citizens’ 
militia and the formation of the new Thiers-Barrot government would pacify 
the insurgents, and Barrot was sent out to make the announcement. It has been 
said of this ill-conceived decision that ‘the government had mobilized a dem- 
onstration against itself’? For although numbers of the National Guard’s con- 
servative officers stayed at home, its other ranks, who took over the barricades, 


THE FEBRUARY REVOLUTION IN PARIS 


saw in the fall of Guizot the prospect of ‘reforms’ that would give them the vote 
and a say in the affairs of the country, and so they fraternized with the insur- 
gents. 

The result was that some of the retreating army units began to disintegrate. 
To the amnestied leaders of such secret societies as the Droits de Homme, the 
‘Families’ and ‘Seasons’, on the other hand, the fall of Guizot was a signal that 
with the smallest violent push they could turn this into a true revolution and 
topple the monarchy and the whole ‘corrupt system’; and the reception Barrot 
was given was such that he turned on his heels and went home. 

At the Tuileries, shortly before noon on Thursday, an alarming report was 
received that the army in dissolution might not be able to defend the palace. 
The King mounted his horse and, accompanied by his two sons and a cavalcade 
of officers, with the diminutive Thiers following on foot, turned out to review 
his troops drawn up in the courtyard. As he rode down the ranks of the Natio- 
nal Guard, two of its legions cried ‘Vive le Roi!’ but a third broke ranks and 
shouted ‘A bas les ministres! A bas le système!” Louis-Philippe — without so 
much as a glance at 4,000 regular troops who were loyal to him — turned his 
horse and rode back into the palace, where he sank into a chair. 

It is not known whether his hesitation to throw in this and other army 
reserves, which even at this moment could have repulsed the insurgents, was 
due to a failure of nerve or his abhorrence of bloodshed. General Bugeaud 
wanted to fight, but was restrained, and the King later rationalized that if he 
had allowed a bloodbath, he would have been charged with putting his own 
selfish interests above those of the French people. He accused the government, 
the opposition and the National Guard of having each ‘abdicated’ their roles, 
but gave himself away by saying that he had supported Guizot’s anti-reformist 
policies because to lend his hand to any reform would have meant ‘the advent of 
the opposition, which in turn would have meant war!’ The fact is that France 
had no government; all authority had broken down, and in the general anarchy 
the police — who knew the names of the leaders of the insurrection and their 
meeting-places and could easily have arrested them from the start — kept away 
from the streets.” 

The culmination of the drama came shortly after noon, when shots were 
heard at the palace from the Place du Palais Royal. There, some 200 metres 
away, a large insurgent mob had set fire to a building and was starting to mas- 
sacre the soldiers defending it. After receiving contradictory advice to abdicate 
or to hold on to the throne to avoid ‘the Republic within the hour’, the King 
turned to Marshals Soult and Gérard and asked: ‘Is any defence possible?’ 
Their answer was silence. Louis-Philippe thereupon went to his desk, which 
had once been Napoleon’s, and, declaring that he did not wish ‘to spill French 
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blood in vain’, wrote that he was abdicating the crown ‘in favour of my grand- 
son the [10-year-old] Comte de Paris.’ 

Courtiers and politicians left the palace in a panic. The King changed into 
bourgeois attire and asked for his keys, but in his haste forgot to take any money 
from the Tuileries treasury. Twelve carriages had been ordered from the royal 
stables, but due to fighting in the vicinity only two managed to get out and the 
groom leading them was shot dead before they reached the Tuileries. 

The King, with the Queen on his arm mumbling ‘treason’, walked through 
the garden to the Place de la Concorde. There, together with their son Mont- 
pensier and his family, they found themselves surrounded by a dense crowd 
of spectators while waiting for two one-horse broughams and a cabriolet 
which their youngest living son, Prince Nemours, had had the foresight to 
order. A cavalry escort arrived in time to protect the party. The King waved his 
hat to the crowd and said a few indistinct words. As he mounted the first 
brougham, an unknown man stepped up and closed the portiere. To the 
King’s thanks, the man replied: ‘Don’t mention it. I have waited seventeen 
years for this day.’ 

The cavalcade disappeared on the road to Saint-Cloud. Left behind in the 
empty Tuileries were Nemours and his sister-in-law, the widowed duchesse 
d’Orléans and mother of the Comte de Paris, the heir and king-presumptive, 
and another younger child. Preparing to face another drama, Nemours had the 
troops in the courtyard withdraw to the Place de la Concorde, with special 
orders to a brigade to protect the bridge leading to the Chamber of Deputies in 
the Palais Bourbon, on the other side of the Seine. 

At 1.30 p.m. he escorted the Duchess and her two children to the Chamber, 
where they took their seats to a burst of applause. It was hoped that parliament, 
which had legitimized the Orléans branch in 1830, would accept the Duchess 
(or failing that, Nemours) as Regent for her son. 

As Barrot, who had taken over from Thiers as prime minister designate, rose 
to propose the Regency, the Duchess got up to salute the Assembly, and so, 
clutching her hand, did the boy-king. Within minutes, however, an armed band 
of insurgents invaded the hall. The session turned into pandemonium, and the 
tumult subsided only when Lamartine, the poet-turned-politician, took the 
rostrum. 

‘How touching’, he said, ‘is the spectacle of a majestic princess pleading her 
cause with her innocent son, coming from a deserted palace to cast herself in 
the midst of the representatives of the people...’ There were cries of ‘Very 
good! very good!’ But Lamartine went on to say that, much as he was moved, 
he felt ‘no less respect for this splendid people who have fought to correct a 
perfidious government... So I demand that a provisional government be set up 
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immediately...[Bravo! Bravo!].’ Lamartine had not yet finished speaking when 
the door of one of the public galleries was forced open with rifle butts and more 
insurgents stormed into the hall. Amidst the mounting disorder, the parliamen- 
tary stenographers assiduously recorded the scene: 

(There are calls for a republic. The duchesse d’Orléans and her children have dis- 
appeared. Some of the intruders take over the rostrum.) 


Voice from the crowd. No more Bourbons! — Down with the trai- 
tors! A provisional government immediately!3 


In the commotion, the Comte de Paris was separated from his mother. The 
frightened boy was seized by a National Guard and passed from hand to hand 
and out through a window to his crying mother. His little brother was picked up 
from the floor by an usher, who took him home and hid him for two days before 
returning him to the desolate Duchess. (Nemours had instructed the troops 
outside the Chamber to defend ‘the freedom of deliberations’ in the Chamber 
at all costs, but had not lifted the prohibition to fire.) 

Inside the Chamber one of the invaders pointed a rifle at the President, who 
slid underneath his stand, wildly ringing his bell and declaring the session 
closed before he fled, as did many others. But the opposition deputies and the 
armed crowd behind them remained in the hali. Ledru-Rollin, the leader of the 
moderate republicans, read the names of 6 candidates for a provisional govern- 
ment who were chosen by shouts of ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. Suddenly the voice of the 
actor Bocage, rising above the tumult, called for Lamartine to lead them to the 
City Hall, the traditional place for revolutionary rituals. 

Shortly after 4 o’clock the newly ‘elected’ Ministers left the Palais Bourbon, 
followed by the crowd. ‘In the street’, as Victor Hugo was to write, they heard 
the word ‘Republic... shouted everywhere, flying from mouth to mouth’ and fil- 
ling the air of Paris. At the Hôtel de Ville, overwhelmed by ‘the splendour and 
terror of their triumph’, with ‘the noise of the multitude outside sounding like 
the roar of the ocean... they decreed the Republic without knowing that they 
were doing anything so momentous,’ not before the following exchange: 

‘Lamartine: We must await the sanction of France... Who knows at present 
what the people want? 

‘Ledru-Rollin: I do... What the people want is the Republic at once, the Rep- 
ublic without delay.’+ 

Finally Lamartine wrote on a scrap of paper that ‘The Provisional Govern- 
ment of France is the Republican Government’, and that the nation would be 
called upon to ratify its decision. Ledru-Rollin affixed the seal of the City of 
Paris to it, but forgot to mention the date. Lamartine, Ledru-Rollin and the 4 
other Ministers — moderate republicans all — signed it. 
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Shortly afterwards, in the euphoria of the moment, these electoral reformists 
agreed to unite with the radical Socialists. To the original list of 6 Ministers 
were added the names of Louis Blanc; Flocon, of the newspaper La Réforme; 
Francois Arago; and Albert, the pseudonym of a mechanic representing one of 
the secret societies. 

At the abandoned Tuileries, a huge mob had meanwhile set fire to the throne. 
The royal apartments were ransacked, the books in the library flung through 
the windows. The King’s armoured car, the famous ‘fortress on wheels’, was 
unceremoniously pushed into the Seine, while inside the palace loose women 
dressed up in court robes and danced on Louis-Philippe’s bed and up and down 
the stairs. The barrels in the cellar had been broached early on, and the orgy of 
destruction ended only when several drunken revellers were found drowned in 


the sea of wine which had risen to the upper floors. 


The first outbreak of almost 50 revolutions that swept the Continent in 1848 
had occurred in January at Palermo when Ferdinand II, the Bourbon King of 
the Two Sicilies — nicknamed ‘Bomba’ for his cruel bombardment of Naples — 
was driven from his throne. But it was the February revolution in Paris, in 
which 72 soldiers and 289 insurgents were killed, that sparked off the general 
upheaval. Bakunin had long predicted a European ‘storm’ and Louis Blanc had 
predicted to Engels that the coming revolution would be ‘much more drastic’ 
than any before. But when it came, the speed of the developments which forced 
Louis-Philippe to flee to England disguised as ‘Mr Smith’ surprised all those 
who had foreseen it, including Blanc and the others who found themselves 
suddenly in power while Guizot was escaping to Germany pretending to be a 
servant to a foreign aristocrat. As Béranger, the popular Paris chansonnier who 
had appeared at many of the ‘reform’ banquets put it: ‘We wanted to walk 
down the staircase, step by step, but were made to jump a whole floor.’ 

Although Louis-Philippe ostensibly ‘lost the throne because 140 of his sub- 
jects could not banquet, toast and speechify’,> an agglomeration of crises — bad 
harvests, economic slump, widespread unemployment — has been cited among 
the reasons for his downfall. The revolutionary ferment bubbling beneath the 
surface of French politics in the 1840s intensified under the rigid and unpopu- 
lar Guizot, and once it found a spontaneous outlet, the bourgeois monarchy 
collapsed under the weight of its own misrule. 

Few people were more excited by news of the events in Paris than the ‘doc- 
tors of revolution’. When it all began, Marx in Brussels was attending a dinner 
at which roo Belgian and German democrats commemorated the second anni- 
versary of the Cracow uprising with speeches, toasts and singing. He wrote a 
few months later that ‘The February revolution was the beautiful revolution...’ 
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Bakunin was so electrified by the news that on 23 February, the second day of 
the insurrection, he left Brussels for Paris. The train stopped at the frontier, the 
railway tracks on the French side having been torn out. Bakunin walked into 
beflagged Valenciennes and, continuing his journey on foot, reached Paris on 
the 26th. Years later, still filled with emotion, he described the atmosphere of 
elation he found in the newly proclaimed Second Republic: 


Not I alone, but everyone was intoxicated. Some from insane fear, 
others from insane rapture, insane hopes... It was as though the whole 
world was turned upside down. The improbable became the usual; 
the impossible, the possible... If someone had come and told us ‘God 
has just chased the devil from the heavens, and proclaimed a republic 
there’ everyone would have believed him and none would have been 
surprised. 


Heine, who had predicted the end of the ‘bourgeois comedy’ years before it 
came, had never dreamt that he would be physically involved in it. On the 
evening of the 23rd, he had driven with Mathilde to his personal physician Dr 
Gruby. (According to another version they had gone to their home in the rue de 
Berlin to fetch something.) On the way back to the maison de santé in the rue de 
Lourcines they were caught in the street fighting. The cab was broken up by 
insurgent workers for use as a barricade. It was only with great difficulty that 
the invalid Heine and his wife were brought back to the clinic. 

He could hardly see, but on 3 March he dictated the first of three articles for 
the Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung. Praising the heroism of the workers who had 
braved death without expecting any reward in heaven, he stressed particularly 
the fact that, although the people had vented their fury at the Tuileries and the 
Palais Royal — the latter, as well as the Château de Neuilly and a Rothschild 
mansion full of art treasures had indeed been ransacked in an orgy of destruc- 
tion lasting nearly a fortnight — there had been no looting. The rich feared for 
their money, but were surprised that the mob had taken only weapons and food 
‘by permission’ from the royal residences they attacked. At the same time, he 
expressed a certain sympathy for Louis-Philippe, forced in old age to pick up 
his wandering staff again and go into exile in foggy England. 

Heine was at first in two minds about the revolution. Privately he confessed 
that he was not a republican. But in his second article — which the Æligemeine 
Zeitung did not publish — he wrote that although ‘the victory of the republic was 
perhaps a logical necessity’, the dizzying speed of events made him wonder 
whether the affairs of this world were ‘really guided by reason’. Lamartine, 
Blanc, Crémieux and the other members of the Provisional Government 
were all ‘great paladins of humanity’, but the marriage of convenience between 
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moderate republicans and radical Socialists struck him from the beginning as 
being flawed by a lack of homogeneity and ‘common affinities’. This lack of 
inner cohesion was indeed to prove fatal to the new government. 

On 28 February, Marx, Engels and other leaders of the Association Démo- 
cratique in Brussels had sent a message of congratulations to the Provisional 
Government of the French Republic. In London on that day, The Communist 
Manifesto was finally coming off the press in a Communist printshop operating 
at 46 Liverpool Street. Its 500 German copies appeared too late to have any 
influence on the Continent in revolt, nor did the Danish, Swedish, French, Ita~ 
lian and Polish translations, which followed later in the year, play any part. The 
names of the authors did not appear on the original title-page, which carried 
only the slogan ‘Proletarians of All Countries Unite’. 

The Belgian republicans had started preparing an armed uprising, and the 
German workers too — with money provided by Marx — were beginning to arm. 
He had recently received 6,000 francs from his mother, representing the remain- 
der of his inheritance. Without thinking of his family’s penury or future needs, he 
‘willingly’, as his wife was later to write, gave 5,000 for the purchase of ‘daggers, 
revolvers, etc... In all this’, she went on artlessly, ‘the government saw conspiracy 
and criminal plans.’ King Leopold, a son-in-law of Louis-Philippe, had indeed 
proclaimed martial law and there was a general clamp-down on local republicans 
and foreign agitators. Marx was engaged in a flurry of activity. He had applied to 
the French Provisional Government for a repeal of his earlier expulsion from 
Paris. This was immediately granted by Flocon, one of the new Ministers, in a 
letter of 1 March reading in part: ‘Good and loyal Marx,... Tyranny exiled you, 
now free France opens its door to you and to all those who are fighting for the holy 
cause, the fraternal cause of all the people.’ 

The Central Authority of the Communist League in London, upon receiv- 
ing news of the revolution, decided to move its operations to the Continent and 
transferred its powers to the Brussels branch. The Brussels group had just met 
on 3 March, and ina paper signed by Engels, Gigot and Marx, had devolved on 
Marx ‘full discretionary powers to set up a new Central Authority in Paris’, 
when he was handed an order signed by King Leopold giving him 24 hours to 
leave Belgium. 

Later that night, Marx was held for questioning. Jenny, after rushing ‘in ter- 
rible anxiety’ to mobilize the lawyer Jottrand, went to the police headquarters, 
where she was promptly arrested and thrown into a dark cell with three prosti- 
tutes. One of them offered her a place ona hard plank bed: 


I lay down on it. When morning broke, I saw at the window opposite 
mine, behind iron bars, a cadaverous, mournful face. I recognized our 
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good old friend Gigot. When he saw me he beckoned to me, pointing 
downwards. I looked in that direction and saw Karl being led away 
under military escort. 


She was brought before a judge for interrogation and released in the early after- 
noon. Marx came home a little later. Jenny ‘hastily packed my belongings and 
sold what I could, but left my boxes with all my silver-plates and my best linen 
in Brussels in charge of the bookseller Végler.’7 

They left immediately for Paris with their three children, the youngest of 
whom was just a year old. After a number of delays and a detour by omnibus at 
Valenciennes, they took another train and put up ina Paris hotel on 5 March. 

Bakunin had by then joined a new National Guard of workers in a barracks 
near the Luxembourg. The signs of revolution, uprooted pavement stones and 
smashed omnibuses, were still visible. Bakunin got up at 4 or 5 a.m., and was on 
his feet all day, taking ‘an active, resolute part in all the assemblies, meetings, 
clubs, marches, demonstrations — in a word, I inhaled the revolutionary atmos- 
phere through all my senses, through my pores.’ Occasional visits to his old 
friend Herwegh were his only distraction. He regarded the revolution ‘as a 
miracle... a feast without beginning or end.’ At last he had established an ‘elec- 
trifying contact’ with the people who had ‘the audacity to put the arm of des- 
truction to work.’ He extolled the heroism of the French workers, these ‘simple 
uneducated people’ who combined friendly gaiety with a sense of honour and a 
‘natural delicacy of behaviour’. But after a time he sobered up. 

Caussidiére, the new Prefect of Police and commander of the National Guard, 
did not fail to recognize the anarchist in Bakunin. ‘What a man!’ he said. ‘On 
the first day of revolution he is a perfect treasure. On the second he ought to be 
shot.’ And Flocon summed up his impression of Bakunin’s revolutionary rhe- 
toric and constitutional disinclination to submit to any discipline and organized 
work by remarking: ‘If there were 300 Bakunins, it would be impossible to gov- 
ern France.’ 

On 8 March, two days after his arrival, Marx was reconstituting the Central 
Authority of the Communist League together with Schapper, Moll and Bauer, 
who had arrived from London. On that day, Engels, who in Brussels was deal- 
ing among other things with the liquidation of Marx’s household and the dis- 
patch of trunks, reported: 


Splendid news from Germany — in Nassau a revolution completed; 
in Munich... a full revolt; in Cassel revolution on the doorstep... in 
western Germany press freedom and National Guard proclaimed... 
If only Friedrich Wilhelm IV digs his heels in! Then all will be won 
and in a few months’ time we'll have the German Revolution.’ 
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On the same day, in Paris, 6,000 excited German workers staged a demonstra- 
tion for a ‘free fatherland’. But Marx was appalled by the way his friend Her- 
wegh meant to ride to fame on their rebellious mood. Before Marx’s arrival, the 
poet had fired a large gathering of artisans and workers with the idea of orga- 
nizing a German Legion to march into the ‘fatherland’ and there — in alliance 
with its non-Communist or anti-Communist democrats and radicals — to pro- 
claim a German Republic. Among others, Herwegh had the support of Dr Ewer- 
beck and of Bérnstein and Bornstedt — the former editors of the Paris Vormarts/ 
and the Deutsche Brüsseler Zeitung respectively. 

Marx strongly opposed this ‘adventurist’ plan. Failing to dissuade Herwegh, 
Marx and his associates founded a German Workers’ Club in the hope of mobi- 
lizing 300 to 400 workers who would be sent to Germany individually to make 
Communist propaganda and spread the Manifesto. Marx told a public meeting 
that ‘the victory or defeat of revolutionary Europe will depend on the struggle 
between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie that will soon break out here in 
Paris,’ and advised the German workers not to move but to get ready to ‘partic- 
ipate in this armed struggle’. He was booed and accused of being a traitor and a 
coward. 

The Legion began rifle practice at a riding school in the Champs de Mars 
and Stephan Born was sent to spy on its exercises. The cafés where it met were 
boycotted by Marx and his friends. But the walls of Paris were soon plastered 
with posters appealing for ‘arms, munitions and money’ for Herwegh’s crusade: 
“Vive la France! Vive Poland! Vive a united republican Germany!’ 

Contrary to Marx’s view that the fate of revolutionary Europe would be 
decided in Paris, Bakunin, having witnessed ‘the birth of a new world’, thought 
that the new French rulers had to be left to the practical job of consolidating 
their power. He saw no role for himself in that unglamorous work and instinct 
told him that ‘the blaze’ was moving elsewhere. In an article he wrote for La 
Réforme, he predicted, in this order, a) the destruction, ‘perhaps in less than a 
year, of the monstrous Austrian Empire’; b) the liberation of Italy from the 
Austrian yoke; c) the unification of Germany and its proclamation as a republic; 
d) the return of the Polish democrats to their homeland after 17 years of exile. 

He concluded with a flourish: ‘The revolutionary movement will only stop 
when all of Europe, not excluding Russia, is turned into a federal democratic 
republic. Impossible, they will say? Careful now! That word belongs to yester- 
day...’1° 

His article had hardly appeared on 13 March when students and workers in 
Vienna clashed with troops. On the 14th, Metternich, having ruled the Austro- 
Hungarian empire in the name of the Habsburgs for more than 50 of his 75 
years, was making his escape from Vienna in a laundry cart towards exile in 
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London. On the 15th, Hungary established a constitutional Ministry responsi- 
ble to its own parliament, severing its link to Austria except for its allegiance to 
the Emperor. On the 17th, Venice declared itself a republic, and on the 18th, 
Milan rose in revolt to drive the Austrians from Lombardy in the ‘Glorious Five 
Days’. 

Amidst all these eruptions, revolution came to Berlin on 16 April. After two 
days of popular demonstrations which were brutally dispersed by the army, 
Friedrich Wilhelm IV — greatly surprised to see his ‘beloved’ people erecting 
barricades — promised them freedom of the press and a liberal Prussian and all- 
German constitution. Later in the day, an incident between two trigger-happy 
soldiers and a crowd of demonstrators in front of the royal palace escalated into 
an 8-hour street battle, in which several hundred people were killed. 

On the 19th, with outraged Berliners demanding the withdrawal of the troops, 
the erratic King — to the intense dismay of the army and his own militant brother, 
who fled for his life — was frightened enough to give in and order his regiments to 
leave the city. In his patronizing manner, he did so in a proclamation in which he 
‘pardoned’ the citizenry, on condition that they dismantled the barricades. Once 
Berlin was denuded of troops, a Civil Guard took over and, with arms taken from 
the unprotected Royal Arsenal, marched into the palace courtyard to parade their 
dead before the King, who—summoned with his wife to a balcony — was forced to 
pay his respects to the mutilated bodies of the victims of his army as the name of 
each was called out. 

‘Only the guillotine is missing now,’ the Queen remarked during this grue- 
some ceremony. The King never forgot this humiliation, which put the Pruss- 
ian military monarchy to shame but saved his throne. In Paris, the sensational 
events in Berlin aroused more excitement among the German émigrés than all 
the previous revolts in Munich, Cassel, Cologne and western Germany. 

On 19 March, Herwegh’s ‘democratic’ German Legion staged an armed 
march through the streets of Paris, to great applause from the sidewalks. On the 
24th, its 2,000 or so men marched off, singing and waving the republican black- 
red-gold flag, in the direction of the Rhine, to be severely routed — as Marx had 
foreseen —a month or so later in western Germany. 

Bakunin left Paris a week later. Although he supported Herwegh’s reckless 
adventure for its sheer spontaneity, his interest was focused on events in the 
eastern region of the shaking Austro-Hungarian empire. There its Slav minori- 
ties, Poles, Czechs and Croatians, were stirring. In Prussian-held Posen a Polish 
National Committee had been formed with the tacit consent of the authorities. 
Suspecting that Prussia’s intention was to use the ‘Germanized Poles’ in a war 
against Russia, Bakunin decided to go to Posen. Turning the tables upon Prus- 
sia, he would get the ‘Germanized Poles’ to unite with the rest of the liberated 
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Slavs ‘in a war not against the Russian people’ but against the Tsar. His plan ‘to 
move nations this way and that’ has been called nothing short of megalomania, 
for he had neither funds nor any new contacts with the Poles. 

Money, however, was no problem. The French Provisional Government, busy 
with its own problems and eager to get rid of foreign agitators, had paid Her- 
wegh’s legionaires 50 centimes a day per man for their march to Germany. Flo- 
con gave Bakunin 2,000 francs. Caussidiére supplied him with two passports — 
one in his own name and another in that of an invented Pole, Leonard Neglin- 
ski. Thus equipped with two separate identities and still feverish with revolu- 
tionary ardour, Bakunin stopped for a while on his way to Posen in Frankfurt, 
where he met Professor Karl Vogt and other members of the newly convened 
Pre-Parliament (Vorparlament) to the proposed German National Assemply 
before he continued to Berlin. 

There, on 22 April, he was promptly arrested. Since he was now a notorious 
international conspirator, the Russian as well as the French government kept 
track of his movements. Informed by them, the Prussian authorities, still sha- 
ken by the March uprising in Berlin, handled him like a hot potato. Bakunin 
was released on his word of honour that he would not go to Posen. His own 
passport was confiscated; Neglinski’s was invalidated for Posen. The Russians 
were informed that Bakunin was being deported to Cologne. The French were 
told that he would on no account be handed over to the Russians. 

In fact, he was given a third passport in the name of Simon, a Prussian sub- 
ject, and allowed to proceed to Breslau (Wroclaw), where other revolutionary 
Poles conducted propaganda against Austria and Russia rather than Prussia. He 
stopped for a day in Leipzig and upset Arnold Ruge by dragging him to a 
champagne dinner and making him miss a meeting at which he expected to be 
elected to the Frankfurt National Assembly. They were still dining when Ruge 
was informed that another candidate had been elected in his place. Bakunin, 
having heard from Vogt in Frankfurt of the disunity attending the birth of the 
National Assembly, told him not to worry: ‘The Parliament will produce 
nothing but rhetoric. After the Slavic Revolution we will compensate you for 
the ingratitude of the philistine Saxon electors.’ 

The following morning, 26 April, he left for Breslau. 


Marx, too, was being forced to revise his opinion that Paris was the epicentre of 
the European revolution, and had decided to go to Germany. On one of the first 
days of April he went to say farewell to Heine at the maison de santé in the rue de 
Fourcine. No record has survived of this visit except that it took place, and for 
all that is known, Marx may have gone away with the impression that there was 
no hope for Heine. The following day, he and his family, along with a number of 
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adherents travelling singly or in groups — the journey subsidized by the French 
Provistonal Government — left Paris for Cologne. 

Accompanied by Engels, they arrived there on 11 April. While the other 
Communist returnees went to different places in Germany, each man ‘carrying 
with him the salvation of the world’ in the form of The Communist Manifesto 
and a 17-point flysheet entitled ‘Demands of the Communist Party in Ger- 
many’, Marx chose for his base the city where he had first made his name as 
editor of the Rheinische Zeitung. Georg Weerth had told him in a letter that 
their Cologne friends Drs Daniel and d’Ester were planning to revive this 
newspaper and that in view of the new press freedom, he could be more effec- 
tive if he came over ‘instead of sitting in Paris’. 

While Jenny and her three children were to spend the next three months in 
Trier, Marx applied to the Cologne authorities for a residence permit and for 
restoration of his Prussian citizenship. He was granted the first but not the 
second, and almost immediately became engaged in simultaneous combat on 
several fronts. On 7 April a Cologne newspaper had carried a notice inviting 
subscriptions to the revived Rheinische Zeitung, signed not by Daniel and d’Es- 
ter, but by Hess and Fritz Anneke, a Prussian ex-officer and member of the 
Communist League. A foundation meeting for the Hess-Anneke project took 
place on 12 April, the day after Marx’s arrival. 

A race developed between the two competing groups for the reissue of the 
paper as the Neue Rheinische Zeitung. Hess was in touch with two financiers in 
Aachen and had enlisted the Communist journalist Louis Heilberg to act as 
London correspondent and Dr Ewerbeck to cover the Paris scene for the 
paper. Stephan Born, too, who was at the time in Berlin, was ready to write for 
Hess’s paper. And Hess had a powerful ally in Dr Andreas Gottschalk, the 
leader of Cologne’s Communist League branch and otherwise a physician 
who, looking for years after the sick and infirm in the city’s poorest quarters, 
had, in spite of being Jewish, achieved an extraordinary popularity among the 
workers. 

On 3 March, together with Anneke and August Willich, another ex-Prussian 
officer, Gottschalk had organized the greatest mass demonstration before the 
Berlin revolt, leading a crowd of 4,000 to the town hall square. Gottschalk and 
Willich broke into the council chamber and presented the city fathers with their 
demands — universal suffrage, press freedom, a civil guard, state responsibility 
for employment and education. The army dispersed the crowd outside. Gott- 
schalk, Anneke and Willich were arrested, but released after the victory of the 
revolution in Berlin. 

On 13 April Gottschalk, who was a Communist but not of Marx’s denomina- 
tion, founded a Workers Union which, within the next 10 weeks, recruited no 
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fewer than 8,000 members. It was against this background that the battle for the 
Rheinische Zeitung was fought between the Hess-Anneke-Gottschalk group and 
Marx and Engels. The promoters of both projects had difficulties in raising the 
share capital for the newspaper. Marx sent Engels to the Rhineland and other 
emissaries to various German cities to sell shares and to gauge the possibility of 
establishing a nation-wide proletarian party. On 25 April, Engels reported to 
Marx from his native Barmen that ‘even the radical bourgeois here see us as 
their future main enemies and have no intention of putting into our hands 
weapons which we would very shortly turn against themselves.’ Marx had urged 
him to pump his father, but Engels wrote: ‘Sooner than present us with 1,000 
Thaler, he would pepper us with a thousand balls of grapeshot.’?? 

Schapper, Wilhelm Wolff and Born — who had variously gone to Mainz, Wies- 
baden, Breslau and Berlin — sent back similarly disheartening reports. The ‘inva- 
sion’ from France of Herwegh’s Republican Legion and his attempt to assist an 
uprising in Baden, although defeated, had caused a general change of mood. 
‘Republic’ became a scare-word and Communists the object of public wrath; in 
all of Frankfurt only two people dared confess that they were Communists, for 
fear of being stoned to death. The vaunted Communist League branches were in 
disarray or had simply ceased to exist, and the consensus of all emissaries was 
that there was not the least chance of organizing a proletarian party. 

Gottschalk, whose new Workers Union was going from strength to strength, 
had already resigned from the disintegrating Communist League. The mainten- 
ance of the secret League in the new conditions of press freedom caused a split 
between Marx and his associates. Marx argued that since propaganda could now 
be conducted openly the League had become superfluous as a political instru- 
ment. Although, as McLellan has remarked, this only ‘argued for the continuance 
of an open Communist League’, Marx, in a decision that caused a century-long 
controversy, cut ‘the Gordian knot’ and — over the opposition of Schapper and 
Moll — invoked his discretionary powers and dissolved the League. '? 

He did this all the more readily as by mid-May he and Engels had won the 
race for the Neue Rheinische Zeitung and a platform for propagating their ideas. 
Although only 13,000 Thaler of the projected capital of 30,000 had been raised, 
Marx threw in the little that was left of his inheritance money, and they decided 
to launch the newspaper on 1 June. Hess’s project had fallen through at the end 
of April because of the refusal of his Aachen financiers to grant him absolute 
editorial freedom."3 

Simultaneously, and from the very beginning, Marx had engaged in a dispute 
with Gottschalk, challenging the policy of his ‘social and democratic’ Workers 
Union. A quarter of Cologne’s artisans and manual workers were unemployed, 
and the success of Gottschalk’s Union has been ascribed to his immense popu- 
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larity and his skillful representation of their interests. He not only got the 
municipality to launch a public works programme, but his Union functioned as 
a political club and also a breeding-ground of trade unionism. Gottschalk 
divided the Union into occupational sections, and in the prevailing economic 
crisis of lower wages and lengthened hours these sections had more than 
enough to do. “They worked out wage rates, established standards for the work- 
ing day, busied themselves with conditions of labour. The workers brought 
their troubles and needs to the Union as though it was omnipotent.’!+ 

The difference of views between Marx and Gottschalk came to a head during 
a violent discussion in May concerning the elections to the Prussian Con- 
stituent Assembly and the all-German National Assembly in Frankfurt. 
Gottschalk was for boycotting both elections on the grounds that the indirect 
voting system practically disenfranchised the workers in some states. Marx 
argued that so long as the proletariat did not exist as a mass party it must coop- 
erate with the liberal bourgeoisie in a ‘united front’ with all democratic ele- 
ments active in Germany. To Marx, Gottschalk was an ultra-leftist. He sharply 
criticized him — as he was later to criticize Born’s independent activities among 
the Berlin workers — for ‘isolating the proletariat from its allies.’ 

Gottschalk, on the other hand, had the immediate interests of the workers 
at heart. Marx and Engels struck him as theorists who cared little for ‘the sal- 
vation of the oppressed. The distress of the workers, the hunger of the poor 
have only a scientific doctrinaire interest for them.’ At first, Gottschalk had the 
upper hand, for the majority of the Workers Union sided with him. Six weeks 
or so later, however, the authorities indirectly cleared the way for Marx to infil- 
trate the Union by arresting Gottschalk for subversion and keeping him in jail 
for the next 6 months. By the time he was acquitted the following January, the 
Union had split in two, and he and Marx were to resume their conflict in 
changed circumstances. 

The first issue of the Neue Rheinische Zeitung appeared on 1 June 1848. It was 
subtitled ‘Organ of Democracy’, and several pieces of Marx’s policy now fell into 
place. The full title of the dissolved League’s recent manifesto was ‘Manifesto of 
the Communist Party’; now, for as long as it was to last, the Neue Rheinische Zeit- 
ung became ‘the party’. In conformity with the programme of action enunciated 
in the Manifesto, Marx and Engels wanted to see the bourgeoisie lifted into the 
saddle. Under no circumstances did they want the kind of spontaneous proletar- 
ian revolt led by Gottschalk. Nor were they interested in trade unions or in petty 
social improvements. It is a fact that of more than 120 articles they contributed 
between them to the Neue Rheinische Zeitung during 1848 — the majority by 
Marx, and some 40-odd by Engels — only one dealt with the fate of the working 
class during the revolution; and it is another little-known fact that, not long after 
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completion of The Communist Manifesto, they were trying to suppress it in Ger- 
many in order not to estrange the bourgeois financial supporters of their newspa- 
per.’5 

The 17-point ‘Demands of the Communist Party’ were likewise abandoned. 
Before returning from the Rhineland and joining Marx again in Cologne on 21 
May, Engels had written to him: ‘If even a single copy of our 17 points were to 
circulate here all would be lost for us.” 

Since their arrival in Cologne they had been urging the workers to join the 
‘democratic’ societies that sprang up all over Germany. The Neue Rheinische 
Zeitung, planned from the beginning as a national newspaper operating as the 
left, but not ultra-left, wing of the democratic movement, would give them the 
necessary guidance. Revolution was a long process of history, and when the time 
was ripe for the working class to rise under the Communist banner, they would 
give the signal for it. 

For the moment, as Engels was later to sum up the policy of the Neue Rhein- 
ische Zeitung, to display that banner would have confined them to remaining ‘a 
small sect’. But ‘instead of crying in the wilderness’, they chose to become ‘a 
great party of action by taking our stand under the banner of democracy (and 
focusing on two main objectives): a single, indivisible, democratic German rep- 
ublic, and war with Russia which will bring the restoration of Poland.”!7 

In one of its first articles, the paper ridiculed the proceedings of the German 
National Assembly, or Parlament, which had opened on 18 May in the rotunda 
of the old Pauluskirche in Frankfurt. This article cost the paper half its ‘demo- 
cratic’ shareholders. The great majority of the 830 Deputies assembled in 
Frankfurt were lawyers, doctors, ministers, civil servants, bankers, merchants 
and manufacturers and landowners. More than 500 of them — apart from 100 
professors, scholars and writers — were university-educated. There had never 
been ‘a more highly educated parliament’. It included no statesmen with practi- 
cal political experience, nor a single worker, the lower classes being represented 
by 4 guild-masters and one peasant. The purpose of the Assembly was to draft 
a progressive constitution for a united Germany, but no one knew how to turn 
three dozen large and small autocratic German states into a democracy or 
whether this was to take the form of a monarchy, an empire or a republic. 
Besides being unable to reach a consensus on its boundaries, the Assembly had 
no army to enforce its decisions. Nor were Prussia and Austria really ready to be 
absorbed into a new German nation. 

The result was that while one of the Assembly’s committees drafted a great 
constitution for Germany which was never enacted, the so-called Parlament 
spent its time in long-winded debates and became, in Marx’s words, ‘a tedious 
philistine farce’. 
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War with Russia seemed to Marx the only way of putting an end to all divi- 
sions and pumping new life into the hesitant revolution of the German bour- 
geoisie. Overthrowing the Russian bastion of reaction would topple all the 
German autocracies at one blow: ‘If Germany could be brought to war with 
Russia, it would be all up with Habsburgs and Hohenzollerns, and the revolu- 
tion would be victorious all along the line.” 

The Neue Rheinische Zeitung covered all developments ~ the Austrian bom- 
bardment of Prague, the insurrection of the French workers which led to the 
bloody ‘June Days’ in Paris, the second and third revolutions in Vienna and all 
the fluid events that kept Europe in turmoil during the 14 months of its exis- 
tence — and linked them in a broad perspective as interactive parts of Europe’s 
revolutionary struggle. Since that struggle was ultimately defeated, the alto- 
gether 227 articles Marx and Engels were to contribute to the paper might have 
mouldered in some Socialist archives had not Lenin come upon them in 1914. 
Three years before he was to arrive at the Finland Station on the eve of the Bol- 
shevik Revolution, he found in them an ‘unsurpassed’ model of the revolution- 
ary fighting spirit at its best. 


Bakunin, who had stopped in Breslau on his way to Posen, never got there. In 
May, after suppressing a Polish insurrection in Warsaw, Prussia had withdrawn 
its support of the Poles in Posen. But the Habsburg Emperor Ferdinand had 
been forced to leave Vienna, and when Bakunin heard that the Czechs were 
calling for an all-Slav congress, he hurried to Prague. Arriving there on 3 June, he 
found himself almost the only Russian in an assembly of Bohemians, Slovaks, 
Moravians, Poles, Serbs, Croats, Ruthenes and Montenegrins living under Aus- 
trian, Russian, Prussian or Turkish rule. 

Whereas Marx and Engels wanted a war against Russia in order to save the 
German revolution, with the liberation of Poland a mere appendix to the plan, 
Bakunin tried to persuade the dispersed and heterogeneous Slavs to forget their 
divided national loyalties and conflicting interests and to adopt his pet scheme 
of a ‘great federation of all Slav peoples’ aimed at ‘the complete destruction of 
the Austrian Empire’, with the liberation of Poland to provide a springboard for 
propaganda into Russia. 

On 12 June, the pan-Slav conference, having considerably toned down the 
aims of Bakunin’s proposed federation (the final resolution spoke only of the 
‘reorganization of the Austrian Empire’), was closing its sessions, when Czech 
students and workers started an independent insurrection of their own. The 
Austrians retaliated heavily during the next few days and on the 17th, Prince 
Windischgratz crushed the revolt by bombarding the centre of Prague. 
Though the other conference delegates had fled the city early on, Bakunin left 
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only on the 18th, not before firing ‘a few’ rifle shots at the barricades and advis- 
ing the insurgents ‘to overthrow the government in City Hall’ and replace it 
with ‘a dictatorial military committee’. 

On the same day, Engels in Cologne was publishing an article in the Neue 
Rheinische Zeitung, saying in part: 


The French, even in places where they came as enemies, were able to 
gain recognition and sympathy. The Germans, however, are recog- 
nized nowhere and find sympathy nowhere... What has revolutionary 
Germany done? It has completely ratified the old oppression of Italy, 
Poland and now Bohemia too, by the German soldiers. 


After all this, are the Germans really asking the Czechs to trust 
them?... 


‘The brave Czechs’, he went on, ‘have been driven into the arms of the Rus- 
sians by 400 years of German oppression, of which the street battles in Prague 
are but a continuation. In the great struggle between the West and the East of 
Europe’ — between revolutionary Germany, as he saw it then, and the Russian 
despotism — ‘the Czechs will be the first to be crushed. 

‘It is the Germans again who will bear the guilt of the downfall of the Czechs. 
It is the Germans who have betrayed them to the Russians.’19 

In a follow-up piece two weeks later, Engels again excoriated ‘the infamies 
committed with the aid of Germany in other countries’ since the days when it 
had furnished mercenaries against North Americans fighting the War of Inde- 
pendence: 


Poland has been plundered and dismembered and Cracow throttled 
with the help of German soldiers; German money and blood have 
helped to enslave and impoverish Lombardy and Venice [and] to 
stifle any movement of liberation throughout Italy by means of bayo- 
nets, gallows, prisons and galleys. 


He blamed the government’s foreign policy as well as the German people’s ‘slav- 
ish spirit’ in accepting to be tools of the masters ‘by divine right’ for making the 
German name abroad detested, cursed and despised.?° 

On 22 June, 5 days after the bombardment of Prague, havoc was loosed in 
Paris. Since the February days, when the Provisional Government had pro- 
claimed the Republic, the impromptu honeymoon between Lamartine’s moder- 
ate republicans and Blanc’s Socialist radicals had been upset by the result of 
elections for the National Assembly held in April. Nine million newly enfran- 
chised voters elected almost 500 moderate republicans, 300 Bourbon or Orlean- 
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ist monarchists and only 100 radicals, showing that France was more conserva- 
tive than Paris. 

The major problem faced by the Provisional Government when it had 
assumed power in February had been unemployment. By April this had jumped 
from an original 10,000 to 70,000. Blanc had a famous and daring cure for this — 
the establishment of cooperative ‘social workshops’ and factories, initially to be 
financed by government loans but to be run by the workers themselves, with the 
profits to be invested in new enterprises. But with the moderate republicans 
pulling in a different direction, the government had instead launched ‘National 
Workshops’, putting the unemployed to work on unproductive road construc- 
tion jobs at low wages. 

In May, following his poor showing in the elections, Blanc was dropped from 
the government altogether. The number of unemployed kept rising steadily, to 
100,000 in May, 120,000 in June. On 15 May several thousand of them, led by 
the veteran conspirator Auguste Blanqui, stormed the Hôtel de Ville in Paris 
and proclaimed a new Provisional Government. This insurrection was quickly 
put down, and Blanqui and other ringleaders were jailed. 

On 22 June the government, because of lack of money, announced the termi- 
nation of the useless National Workshops. An estimated 40,000 Paris workers 
took to arms. General Louis Cavaignac, like Windischgratz in Prague, let the 
insurrection spread before brutally crushing it with guns, razing the most 
thickly populated district of Paris. Three days of the fiercest street fighting seen 
in Europe ended with some 10,000 dead and injured. Retribution was fierce, 
and many of the 11,000 taken prisoner were deported to Algeria. 

‘The Place de la Bastille is covered with blood and looks more like a slaugh- 
terhouse than a battlefield,’ Hess reported to a Frankfurt newspaper on 25 June, 
the last day of the fighting, after visiting the St Denis quarter which had been 
severely hit. He had ventured into the street in defiance of martial law, as did 
Herzen and Annenkov on the same day. They were seized by soldiers and inter- 
rogated for hours before being released. Hess, who had left Cologne in disgust 
immediately after the imbroglio between Marx and Gottschalk, went on in his 


report: 


The social war of the poor against the rich has started in a bloody 
fashion exceeding the blackest fantasy! There is hardly a doubt that 
the miserable proletariat will in the end be defeated. Tomorrow 
Paris will perhaps be quiet again. But what quiet! And what conse- 


quences!" 


The June battle of the Paris workers caused Marx and Engels to drop their 
mask for once and to take up the special cause of the proletariat which they had 
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so far kept out of the Neue Rheinische Zeitung. In an article on “The June Revo- 
lution’, Marx hailed the heroism of the Paris workers and stressed the historic 
significance of the uprising in revealing the irreconcilable conflict between cap- 
italism and the proletariat. Passionately he concluded: 


We shall be asked whether we have no tears, no sighs, no words for 
the victims of the people’s rage, for the National Guard, the Mobile 
Guard, the Republican Guard, the troops of the line. 


The reply is this: the state will look after their widows and orphans, 
decrees will glorify them, solemn funeral processions will inter their 
remains, the official press will declare them immortal, the European 
reaction from east to west will pay homage to them. But the plebeians 
are tortured with hunger, reviled by the press, abandoned by doctors, 
abused by honest men as incendiaries, galley-slaves, their women and 
children thrown into still deeper misery, their best sons deported 
overseas; it is the privilege, it is the right of the democratic press to 
wind the laurels around their stern and threatening brows.” 


Engels followed suit with a series of articles, in one of which he compared the 
uprising of the Paris workers with that of the Roman slaves against their mas- 
ters and with the 1834 insurrection at Lyons. Contrary to Hess’s pessimistic 
view of its consequences, Engels confidently and/or propagandistically wrote 
that ‘even from a purely military standpoint’ the defeated workers had proved 
that they ‘are about to triumph within a fairly short space of time.”?3 

The direct effect of the June insurrection, however, was that before the end 
of the year Louis Napoleon Bonaparte, the late emperor’s nephew, was to be 
elected President of France by a landslide conservative majority. Another con- 
sequence was that in Germany even the most progressive wing of the bour- 
geoisie were now frightened out of their wits and more than ever determined to 
go on reforming the monarchy, but to exclude the lower classes from any repre- 
sentation and influence in it. 

Instead of the proletariat riding to power on the back of the bourgeoisie, the 
bourgeoisie exploited the popular unrest to increase its own power. 


The fall of the Provisional Government came as no surprise to Heine. Having 
suspected from the start that it might not last, he was soon comparing its mem- 
bers to ‘the amateur actors with whom Shakespeare makes such play in the 
Midsummer Night’s Dream. The miserable wretches had only one fear: that 
their fooling should be taken seriously, and Snug the joiner proclaimed in adv- 
ance that he was not really a lion, only a provisional lion.’ 
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The 4 months between the February revolution and the June uprising had 
brought Heine one disaster after another. Besides his physical discomfort, there 
was the demoralizing effect of his being ‘chained to my couch at a time when 
everyone else is on his feet and moving.’ The February government cancelled 
the pension he had been receiving from the secret funds of its predecessors, but 
worse than the financial loss was the exposure in April of the fact that he had 
been receiving one. This was taken up in Germany and — for all the many state- 
ments and explanations he sent out into the world — stained his name. Even 
the Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung, in what Heine called ‘a defence with a bear’s 
paw’, suggested that he had not been paid for what he wrote, but for what he 
did not write. 

To add to his discomfiture, in April, while he was still at the maison de santé, 
Campe suddenly broke with him. The publisher had been pressing him to pre- 
pare the issue of his Collected Works now that the censorship had been lifted in 
Germany. When Heine, pleading his illness, took his time about it, Campe lost 
patience. Severing their 20-year-long relationship, he was not to answer Heine’s 
letters for the next three years, leaving the poet in the lurch at a time when 
‘wounds were kept open on his spine in order to drip morphine directly into 
them’*4 and when he most needed help. 

Campe’s behaviour, as Sammons has observed, was particularly puzzling as 
all his life he ‘had been waiting for this moment... the collected edition and the 
reissue of some of Heine’s earlier works... It was as though a quarter century of 
frustrated energy burst out of him all at once.’ To the satirist Georg Weerth, 
who tried to mediate between the publisher and the poet, Campe gave all sorts 
of evasive explanations, but allowed that he bore Heine a real grudge: Campe 
had postponed the christening of his first son and heir for two years since Feb- 
ruary 1846 because he wanted Heine to be his godfather ‘as a token of his firm’s 
link with him for future generations.’ With Heine between bouts of illness con- 
stantly postponing his visit to Hamburg, he had finally held the christening by 
proxy in February 1848. 

Campe and Heine later made up. Neither of them was an easy man and the 
upshot of their temporary break was that Heine’s Collected Works was not to 
appear until after his death.”5 

On 7 May, after some three months spent at the maison de santé, Heine 
returned to his apartment in the rue de Berlin. Dr Gruby, among whose pati- 
ents were George Sand, Dumas père, Chopin and Liszt, had apparently worked 
wonders and Heine’s condition had improved to the point where he could move 
his arms and legs. On or about the 15th, he ventured out for a walk. Half-blind, 
he dragged himself with some difficulty to the Louvre. It was the last time he 
went out, for he collapsed in front of the Venus de Milo: ‘For a long time I lay at 
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her feet and cried so violently that the stones must have had pity on me. Indeed, 
the goddess gazed at me sympathetically, but so disconsolately as if to say: 
‘Can’t you see I have no arms and can’t help?” 

Caroline Jaubert, who like ‘a good Fairy’ kept her promise and visited Heine 
in the rue de Berlin shortly after the physical collapse from which he was never 
to recover, ascribed it to his being overcome by the contrast between his one- 
time Hellenist passion for beauty and his present condition. Heine himself said 
to her of the armless Venus: ‘Her divinity, like my humanity, is reduced by half. 
And in spite of all mathematical and algebraic rules our two halves cannot make 
a whole.’?7 

Unable to walk, and having to be carried about ‘like a child’ from his bed to 
his easy-chair, Heine did not stay long in the rue de Berlin. During the bloody 
‘June days’ he was living in a quiet house with a garden in Passy, near the Bois 
de Boulogne. Even dictation, he informed one of his correspondents, was pain- 
ful because of his half-paralyzed chin, and in a letter to the marquis de 
Lagrange, inviting him to drop in ‘at Passy, Grande-Rue 64’, he said that he was 
‘practicing the miserable métier of a moribund’.?8 

This was written on 23 June, while street fighting was going on half an 
hour’s distance away. While assuring his aging mother in Hamburg that he 
had passed ‘the three terrible days of the great bloodbath’ in safety (‘The 
world is full of misfortune and one forgets one’s self’), he revealed his true 
condition in a letter to his sister Charlotte Embden ‘so that in case I perish 
you should not be terribly shocked. I hope, my dear child, that this will not 
happen so soon; I may have the misfortune of dragging on in my present state 
for a dozen years.’*9 

He knew that he was dying, but fortunately did not foresee that his agony 
would last almost 8 years. At the same time, although writing, eating and every 
move cost him a terrible exertion, he was ‘spiritually strong and mentally alert, 
yes, alert’ — as he assured Campe on 9 July 1848 — ‘as I have never been before.’ 
In June he had at last sent Campe the requested plan for the edition of his Co/- 
lected Works in 18 volumes. On g July he reminded Campe that he was still wait- 
ing for an answer. Having no idea as yet how long Campe’s silence would last, he 
sent greetings to ‘my young godson’ and later wrote some fables to amuse ‘our 
crown prince, the young tsarevich, my future publisher.’ He also gave Campe 
his reaction to the bloody ‘June Days’: ‘About the current events I say nothing; it 
is universal anarchy, world-huggermugger of God’s madness become visible! 
The old man will have to be locked up if this goes on. It is the fault of the athe- 
ists, who have driven him crazy.’3° 

During that month Heine received the news that the German workers in 
Brussels were singing his songs. At the same time Les Poésies de Henri Heine, 
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translated between fits of madness by his talented friend Gérard de Nerval 
(whose translation of Faust had elicited Goethe’s enthusiastic admiration), 
were being serialized in the Revue des Deux Mondes. Heine and Nerval spent 
many hours discussing poetry, and another frequent visitor was Alfred Meiss- 
ner, a 26-year-old poet from Prague who became Heine’s admirer and friend 
to the end of his life. But, cut off from the world at one of the most eventful 
times in Europe, Heine found it took a little while to regain his political bear- 
ings. 

On 29 August he wrote to Jean-Jacques Dubochet, the publisher of the 
French edition of Don Quixote, that in Germany the reaction was gaining the 
upper hand: ‘The so-called “National Party” is incredible. They think only... of 
rallying the lost tribes under the banner of nationalist Germany.’ He feared that 
they would ultimately demand the return of Alsace and Lorraine. Having once 
dreamt of a Franco-German reconciliation, he was particularly distressed by 
the news from the Rhineland: 


The most devoted friends of France, men who have worked for twenty 
years to destroy the Prussian influence in the Rhenish provinces, to- 
day no longer dare to struggle against the wave of nationalism, and 
have even hoisted the colours of the German Empire.3' 


After Friedrich Wilhelm IV began to insult the Frankfurt National Assembly 
when not ignoring it, Heine, taking up his old fighting stance, went so far as to 
devote one of his ‘Poems for the Times’ to the imaginary guillotining of a king in 
Germany. The poem, whose title was made up of the dates of the executions of 
Charles I of England and Louis XVI of France followed by question marks for 
the putative date of a similar event in Germany, ironically contrasted the French 
and British lack of sentiment with the German bent for it: whereas Charles was 
kept awake his last night by the hammering of the scaffold-builders, and Marie 
Antoinette rode to the guillotine in a cart, the Germans would treat ‘their 
Majesties/ With piety and if-you-please’ and send them to their execution ‘In 


handsome coach and six’.3? 


On 6 July, the Neue Rheinische Zeitung carried a Paris report alleging that George 
Sand had in her possession papers proving that Bakunin had been, and perhaps 
still was, in the pay of the Tsarist government and responsible for the arrest of 
several Poles. To Bakunin, who had arrived in Berlin on the sth after fleeing the 
Prague insurrection and a short stop in Breslau, it was a hard blow to read this 
slander in Germany’s foremost ‘democratic’ paper — and especially painful as 
rumours that he was a Russian agent had long been circulating in some Polish, 


French and Belgian circles. 
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Besides asking George Sand either to produce the evidence or deny the 
report, he immediately published a denial of his own in Breslau’s Oder-Zeitung. 
Marx reprinted it in the Neue Rheinische Zeitung on 16 July. On 3 August he also 
published a letter from George Sand denying that she had any papers incrimi- 
nating Bakunin. Embarrassed by the fact that he had neglected to check the 
story with anyone in the first place, Marx added somewhat disingenuously that 
Sand’s letter ‘perfectly explained the matter’. 

The slander that he was a Russian agent added to Bakunin’s depression at 
the failure of the Prague insurrection and the French and German revolutions. 
Once more he was ‘without money, without friends, openly denounced as a spy, 
alone in a large city. I had no idea what to do,’ he was to write in his Confession 
to the Tsar. The only thing he had left was his honour, and though he did not 
know how he ‘would live the next day’, he swore to fight for it ‘until my death 
would prove to the Poles and Germans that I am no traitor.”33 


Up to the middle of August there had actually been a great deal of libertarian 
activity in the Rhineland, much of it stimulated by Marx and the Neue Rhein- 
ische Zeitung. He had formed a Democratic Society in Cologne to rival Gott- 
schalk’s Workers Union. Each held conferences and debates, climaxed by a 
congress of delegates from almost 100 ‘Democratic’ Clubs in Frankfurt for the 
purpose of creating a national organization. 

Gottschalk, who represented Cologne at this congress some time before his 
arrest, had proposed as a first step a fusion of his own Workers Union with 
Marx’s Democratic Society and the Union of Employees and Employers. Fear- 
ing the preponderance of Gottschalk’s stronger Workers Union, Marx refused. 
But after Gottschalk was jailed, Marx had no problem in assuming the leader- 
ship of a steering committee formed by the three bodies. 

Though nothing came of the national organization, this committee organized 
in mid-August the first Rhineland Democratic Congress. Albert Brisbane, of the 
New York Daily Tribune, who saw Marx that year in Cologne, described him as 
the rising ‘leader of a popular movement’. In the midst of this flurry of confer- 
ences and congresses, Weitling had returned from America. Addressing Marx’s 
Democratic Society, he advocated a personal dictatorship of the ‘most insightful’ 
members of the movement, for the mob never knew where its real interests lay. 
On 4 August, Marx made short shrift of Weitling by declaring that ‘a democratic 
government composed of the most heterogeneous elements’ would exchange 
ideas and decide on the most effective political programme.3+ 

Yet Weitling had touched on a sore point. Of all the ‘heterogeneous’ elements 
engaged in the German revolution and pulling this way and that, the workers 
were the most confused. Few of them had read The Communist Manifesto and 
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fewer still understood the role assigned to them in the Marx-Engels strategy of 
revolution. The Neue Rheinische Zeitung, as S. Na’aman has pointed out, covered 
world events ‘from California to Siberia’, but showed not the slightest concern 
for the practical ‘self-help’ metods of improving the social condition of the 
workers, such as had brought Gottschalk 8,000 followers in Cologne and were 
making Born a success in Berlin and Leipzig. When Marx, in Gottschalk’s 
absence, gradually took over his Workers Union, half of its members left. 

For the rest, the Neue Rheinische Zeitung blasted and mocked everything that 
happened in Germany. It favoured a united Germany, but ridiculed the Frank- 
furt Parlament’s attempts to work out a constitutional framework for it. The 
only alternative it offered — war with Russia — frightened its readers. Its last 
shareholders withdrew their support and the paper was daily threatened with 
extinction. As Heine had written of Bérne’s Jacobin ‘horse cure’, the remedy 
struck most people as worse than the illness. 

It was at this point that Ferdinand Lassalle rose to prominence in Cologne 
and Düsseldorf, to become Marx’s ally and to give the Rhenish freedom move- 
ment a new impetus even as the tide was about to turn against the revolution. 

Diisseldorf was a chief centre of revolutionary activity in the Rhineland. It 
had a ‘Democratic People’s Club’, a Committee of Public Safety, and ever since 
the Prussian King had been alarmed by the March revolt in Berlin an armed 
Civil Guard moved about town under the wary eyes of his soldiers. There were 
mass demonstrations against any infringement of liberty, such as the arrest of 
the poet Freiligrath for publishing a call to arms and for ‘red flags on barri- 
cades’ in the Neue Rheinische Zeitung. 

An extraordinary figure at these demonstrations was the Countess Sophie 
von Hatzfeldt. This aristocrat — whose late father, while serving as ambassador to 
Metternich’s Vienna, had coined the reactionary slogan ‘i/ faut terrasser pour tou- 

jours le monstre révolutionnaire (‘we must defeat this revolutionary monster for 
ever’) — declared at a public meeting that she was ‘joining the people. I am a pro- 
letarian like you.’ She attacked the ‘aristocratic reaction’ which, in the person of 
her husband, had disrupted her family, robbed her of two of her children as well 
as her private fortune, and otherwise ruined her life by treating her as a slave. 

On 5 August, topping the sensational appearances of the 43-year-old ‘red 
Countess’, as she became known, the trial of Ferdinand Lassalle opened before a 
Cologne jury. He was brought to the court from the jai] where he had spent 5 
months since his arrest and remand. Reading the newspapers during his con- 
finement and greatly excited by the rapid spread of the revolution to Germany 
and elsewhere, Lassalle had found an outlet for his energy and revolutionary 
temperament by continuing from prison the pamphlet war in which he and 
the Count had been engaged before his arrest. The scandal involving a highly 
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placed person and his wife was eagerly taken up by the newspapers and whipped 
up public opinion. Since Lassalle turned the Countess’s maltreatment by her 
husband into a political attack on the privileges of Prussia’s feudal aristocracy, 
the Neue Rheinische Zeitung reported his fight with more than usual interest. 

With the pathos of a great orator and remarkable legal acumen for a self- 
taught lawyer, Lassalle presented the Countess as ‘a victim of her class’, aban- 
doned by her own closest kin: ‘Where all human rights have been violated and 
a human being is helplessly forsaken by his or her born protectors — there man’s 
first and last relative must stand up: man.’ The prosecution’s chief witness was 
one of Count Hatzfeldt’s servants, who claimed to have overheard Lassalle 
ordering his friend Arnold Mendelssohn to follow the Count’s mistress on her 
travels and to ‘get hold in any possible way’ of the bond of the annuity he had 
settled on her, jeopardizing his wife’s and children’s financial future. Lassalle 
forced the prosecutor to admit in some embarrassment that the servant had 
been bribed by the Count’s agents and had since opened a shop in Berlin. 

The week-long trial culminated in Lassalle’s defence speech, which lasted 
for 6 hours and brought him Varnhagen von Ense’s comparison to no one less 
than Mirabeau. The charge of ‘moral complicity’, Lassalle declared in court, was 
unprecedented in Germany, and wherever used had always served as an instru- 
ment for proscribing freedom of expression and for ‘the political murder’ of any 
opposition. Stressing that he was supposed to have ordered the theft of a docu- 
ment which was not in the casket, while Mendelssohn had'been found guilty of 
stealing the casket for the money it contained, he went on to say that if, immedi- 
ately after Mendelssohn boarded the train, he had gone to the prosecutor and 
asked him, ‘What crime have I committed?’ the latter would have replied: “That 
depends on Mendelssohn’s action after he reaches his destination. If he steals the 
object, you are a thief; if he commits a robbery or starts a fire, you will be a robber 
or an incendiary.’ Lassalle then turned to the jury: ‘What sort of crime is this 
whose nature can only be determined 24 hours after its execution, or 24 hours 
after my supposedly giving the order for it?’ Unless, he concluded, 


the state wants to persecute me for my opinions and my conscience, 
which are not subject to the criminal law, justice must not confuse its 
realm with that of the police. Suspicion belongs to the preserve of 
the police, to the empire of the night. Justice must operate in bright 
daylight on the basis of objective evidence.35 


Acquitted on 11 August, Lassalle emerged from jail a political and revolution- 
ary hero. Leaving Cologne in the company of the ‘red Countess’, he arrived in 
Diisseldorf to a triumphal reception. The people unhitched the horses from 
their carriage and drew it through the streets to the Countess’s residence. 
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Famous overnight — ‘everyone knew who Lassalle was; not everyone knew 
who Marx was and only few had heard of Engels’3°— he moved in with her and 
her youngest son Paul, whose abduction by his father Lassalle had prevented 
two years earlier and who had testified at the trial in his favour. The Countess’s 
‘proletarian’ posture was no pose. After two decades of a troubled life in the 
bosom of her aristocratic family she had, under the influence of the young Las- 
salle, become a sincere ‘democrat’. 

‘Democrat’ was at the time the cognomen uniting radical revolutionaries, 
moderate social reformers and republicans of all classes who wanted an end to 
feudalism. Seeing them all as insurrectionists to whom nothing was sacred, a 
high Prussian official wrote: ‘Gegen Demokraten helfen nur Soldaten! [Against 
democrats soldiers are the only remedy!]’. This became the favourite slogan of 
Prussia’s conservatives from the King down.37 

The day after his release, Lassalle joined Diisseldorf’s Democratic Club and 
Civil Guard, and plunged into their political struggle — which was coordinated 
with that of Marx and the small ‘party’ of the Neue Rheinische Zeitung in Col- 
ogne — at the start of the stormiest period of the revolution in Germany. The 
chronology of events was as follows: 

12 August 1848: The Emperor Ferdinand I returned to Vienna, which had 
been in the hands of the revolutionaries since May. During his absence at Inns- 
bruck, the Frankfurt National Assembly had chosen the Archduke Johann of 
Austria as Reichsverweser (Caretaker or Regent) of the hoped-for German emp- 
ire which was to replace the Bund of more than three dozen separate states. 
Although Johann’s empire was still only a dream — Heine satirized him in a 
poem as ‘John Lackland’ (Hans ohne Land) — his election was so enthusiasti- 
cally welcomed by Diisseldorf’s ‘democratic monarchists’ that the Civil Guard 
fraternized with the Prussian troops in town and invited them to take the oath 
to the new Regent, symbol of the hope for a united Germany. Friedrich Wil- 
helm IV promptly forbade his troops to do so. It was the first sign that the King 
had regained sufficient confidence since the March revolt in Berlin to snub the 
National Assembly. 

16 August: Friedrich Wilhelm IV’s visit to Diisseldorf. The disappointed pop- 
ulation and the Civil Guard were in no mood to give him a royal reception. The 
reception staged by the municipality under pressure from the Prussian authori- 
ties led to disturbances, in the course of which mud was thrown at the King. 
Lassalle, who had just been released, was falsely suspected of having organized 
the protesters. 

23 August: Marx left for Vienna and Berlin to raise moneyfor the Neue Rhein- 
ische Zeitung. In Vienna he addressed its first Workers Union and in Berlin 
he met such friends as d’Ester, Jung and Köppen and also ran into Bakunin. 
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Although, as far as is known, their meeting passed off without any friction, 20 
years later Bakunin — during his fight with Marx for the International — was to 
accuse him of malice aforethought in spreading the slander that he was a Tsarist 
agent. 

Marx’s fund-raising in Berlin yielded 2,000 desperately needed Thaler, pres- 
ently to reach the Neue Rheinische Zeitung from a group of Polish democrats. 
From Berlin he went once again to Vienna. His expedition lasted for a month 
and he had yet to return to Cologne when the Prussian ministry headed by 
Hansemann resigned and another major crisis followed in short order. 

26 August: In defiance of the Frankfurt National Assembly, Prussia signed an 
armistice with Denmark and agreed to evacuate its troops from Schleswig-Hol- 
stein. 

4 September: The Frankfurt National Assembly declared the Prussian-Danish 
armistice invalid. 

16 September: The National Assembly reversed itself and by the same slim 
majority approved the Danish armistice. 

As early as 11 September, Lassalle was one of two main speakers at a mass 
meeting at Neuss at which 10,000 people protested the Danish armistice signed 
by Prussia at Malmö. This was a slap in the face of the Frankfurt National Ass- 
embly, as the King had not bothered even to inform it before concluding the 
armistice 

The complicated Schleswig-Holstein dispute concerning the two Duchies 
linking Denmark and Prussia had been brewing since April, when their 
German populace — to avoid annexation to Denmark — formed a Provisional 
Government. The Prussian Foreign Minister invited its representatives to 
Berlin. 

This was not enough for the Frankfurt National Assembly, which regarded 
itself as ‘the government of Germany’ and wanted nothing less than war with 
Den-mark. In a moment of enthusiasm the wayward King had ordered Prussian 
troops into the Duchies, only to regret it almost immediately because Denmark 
had the strong support of Russia, Britain and France, none of which wanted to 
see ‘the Dardanelles of the North’ fall into the hands of what looked like becom- 
ing a great united Germany. 

The war with Denmark, however, was highly popular. ‘Let France’, thun- 
dered a left-wing member of the Frankfurt Assembly, ‘let England, let Russia 
dare to interfere in our just cause. We shall reply with one and a half million 
men.’ Not only the Frankfurt Assembly was outraged. The Danish armistice 
caused widespread indignation, presaging as it did the end of the dream of a 
united Germany, since Friedrich Wilhelm IV was signalling that he did not 
mean to respect the decisions of the Frankfurt National Assembly. 
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On 14 September, before the Assembly reversed its decision and while it was 
still swaying this way and that, Marx (who had returned to Cologne on the 
12th) wrote in his newspaper that in Prussia a revolutionary crisis had arisen 
reminiscent of 1793 in France. He compared the alternatives facing the Assem- 
bly with Hobson’s choice: ‘If [they] decide to reject the armistice they decide 
their own downfall, like the Girondists of the first revolution... If on the other 
hand they accept the armistice and place themselves under Prussia’s sway, they 
also decide their own downfall.’ Marx was not alone in believing that a second 
revolution was in the offing in Germany. He hoped that it would lead to ‘the 
unavoidable war with Russia’. 

The policy of the Neue Rheinische Zeitung, as enunciated by Engels in a 
recent series of articles, was ‘support for a general war of revolutionary Europe 
against Russia, the backbone of European reaction.’ Fought in defiance of 
Prussia, it would unite Germany and bring down the old order in the process. 
16-19 September: Popular revolt in Frankfurt against the National Assem- 
bly’s capitulation to Prussia in the matter of the Danish armistice. 

On the 17th, before news of the Assembly’s capitulation and the riots in 
Frankfurt had reached him, Lassalle went to Cologne and together with Engels 
addressed another mass demonstration on a meadow at Worringen, just outside 
the city. This had been organized by a Public Safety Committee formed in Col- 
ogne on the initiative of the Neue Rheinische Zeitung. Large Rhine barges flying 
the red flag had brought 8,000 or more people from all over the province. The 
meeting adopted a motion calling for a ‘democratic social republic, a red rep- 
ublic’. It urged the Frankfurt Assembly to resist any attempt to disperse it by 
‘the force of bayonets’ and assured it that in case of a conflict with Prussia the 
assembled citizens would ‘sacrifice their lives and property’ for a united Ger- 
many.38 

Alas, Marx’s comparison of the situation with that of revolutionary France 
in 1793 was greatly exaggerated. Prussians, Austrians, Bavarians and Saxons had 

yet to decide whether they were a unitary German ‘nation’, whereas the French 
in 1793 had already solved that problem. As Golo Mann has put it: “The Ger- 
mans in 1848 were not what the French had been in 1793,’ and the Prussian, 
Bavarian and Austrian armies were intact. ‘What followed, while not yet the 
Marxist revolution, was nevertheless a furious popular uprising in Frankfurt.’ 

There was serious street fighting, and on 18 September the populace — feel- 
ing betrayed by the deputies it had elected to the Assembly — lynched two of 
them. Golo Mann asks, 


What could the unfortunate ‘German government’ [the Assembly] 
do in these circumstances? Should it wage a people’s war against 
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Denmark, Russia and France in league with those who had just 
beaten the deputy Prince Lichnovsky to death? It sought protection 
from the Prussian army... Royal Prussian troops, instead of fighting 
the Danes, restored order in German Frankfurt.39 


On 25 September the wave of repression hit Cologne. The police broke up a 
public meeting in the town square. Schapper and another associate of Marx 
were arrested. The authorities imposed martial law. The Civil Guard was dis- 
armed; public meetings were forbidden and the Neue Rheinische Zeitung was 
suspended. Warrants were issued for the arrest of Engels and others of the edi- 
torial staff. Engels fled to his native Barmen, then to Brussels, and was not to 
reappear in Cologne for the next three and a half months. The others likewise 
escaped, one of them hiding with Lassalle and the Countess. In the course of 
these incidents Marx told the workers to stay put and not start an aimless local 
revolt which would only ‘render us incapable of fighting on the day of deci- 
sion.’ 

6 October: Third revolution in Vienna. In March, the Austrian Emperor had 
granted Hungary’s claim of sovereignty over all its lands, including Transylva- 
nia and Croatia. In mid-September, however, a Croatian force had invaded 
Hungary with the help of the Austrian Prince Windischgratz. The third revolu- 
tion in ‘Red Vienna’ was sparked off by the refusal of a regiment to obey orders 
and march off to crush the successful Hungarian resistance. 

The bloody fighting in Vienna lasted three weeks. On its outcome depended the 
fate of the European revolution. The insurgents stormed the arsenal and the Aus- 
trian Minister of War was killed in his office. The Emperor and his court, fleeing 
Vienna for the second time, left for the fortress town of Olmiitz in Moravia. Dur- 
ing these weeks the Neue Rheinische Zeitung, which started reappearing on 12 
October — its staff reduced to Marx, Weerth and the poet Freiligrath who had just 
been acquitted of high treason — goaded the German ‘democrats’ to rise in sup- 
port of Vienna’s ‘workers, students and intellectuals’. But the Frankfurt National 
Assembly was guarded by Prussian troops, and no one budged. 
3x October: Prince Windischgrätz, assisted by Croatian troops, took Vienna 
after a three-day siege. The fall of the city to the general who had bombarded 
Prague was followed by brutal reprisals against all those involved in the insur- 
rection or in Vienna’s ‘red’ administration. Among those summarily executed 
was Robert Blum, a prominent member of the Frankfurt National Assembly. 

On 7 November, in one of the most savage articles published in the Neue 
Rheinische Zeitung, Marx wrote sarcastically: ‘Croatian freedom and order won 
the day and celebrated this victory with arson, rape, looting and other atroci- 
ties.’ He castigated the treachery of the bourgeoisie and concluded: “There is 
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only one means by which the murderous death agonies of the old society and 
the bloody birth throes of the new society can be shortened and concentrated — 
and that is by revolutionary terror.’4° 

At the beginning of November, following the victory of the Habsburg forces 
in Vienna, the Hohenzollern king in Berlin felt strong enough to take military 
action against the Prussian National Assembly which, to his great annoyance, 
had dropped the title ‘King by divine grace’ from its proposed constitution. On 
g November the Assembly was ordered out of Berlin, but refused to leave. With 
the fate of the last revolutionary bastion at stake, Marx advised the Assembly to 
have the King’s ministers arrested for high treason and to proclaim a tax 
boycott. ‘No More Taxes!!!” became the daily slogan beneath the masthead of 
the Neue Rheinische Zeitung. 

Marx further appealed to the rest of Germany to go to the assistance of 
Berlin ‘with men and arms’. But on ro November, General Wrangel with 
15,000 troops disarmed Berlin’s Civil Guard. Thousands of democrats were 
arrested. Completing the military putsch or coup d’état, martial law was 
imposed on the whole of Prussia, and on the 12th the protesting Berlin Assem- 
bly was forced at bayonet point to move to a little town in Brandenburg, where 
it was soon dispersed. On 5 December, instead of the promised constitution 
granting universal suffrage, the King enforced a constitution of his own, which 
simply created three categories of propertied voters. 

Still Marx did not give up the fight. The Hungarian revolt led by the dynamic 
Lajosz Kossuth had yet to be subdued and in Rome a popular insurrection on 16 
November caused Pope Pius IX to flee the city. On the 18th, Marx published an 
appeal for a people’s levy of all men of military age and for the procurement of 
‘weapons and munitions through voluntary subscriptions or at the expense of 
the communes’. He was bent on saving the revolution. So was Lassalle. There is 
no knowing whether he had read The Communist Manifesto, but this young logi- 
cian quickly grasped the policy of the Neue Rheinische Zeitung and fully agreed 
with Marx’s programme and his strategy for social revolution. Both were busy, 
Lassalle as orator, Marx with his newspaper, ‘but they needed few words to 
understand each other and to drop the third-person Sie and adopt the brotherly 
Du in their letters.’ They shared a common legacy in Hegel and interpreted 
their times in the light of his principles, which convinced both of them of the 
need for revolution.” 

On 19 November, within a day of Marx’s call for a people’s levy, Lassalle pub- 
licly informed the Frankfurt Assembly that ‘the time for passive resistance’ was 
over and urged it in the name of Diisseldorf’s Civil Guard and its district militia 
to issue a call to arms. He formed a committee in Diisseldorf for the procure- 
ment of weapons, published subscription lists soliciting money and/or arms for 
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the fight against the government and wrote to the Countess’s loyal peasants at 
the Schonstein estate to hold themselves ready for the day of decision. 

Two days later, in a public speech at Neuss, he called on the workers — in line 
with Marx’s strategy — to banish ‘any thought of proclaiming a republic, which 
would be madness in a provincial town... I and my party’, he proclaimed, ‘stand 
for social reform.’ But the ‘social republic’ — a term to be used by Marx — was 
‘for the future’. For the present, all the proletariat wanted was to help the citi- 
zenry to ‘defend your liberties, your rights, your laws.’ 

The following day he was arrested and remanded indefinitely for inciting the 

people to armed revolt against the royal government. 
2 December: Ferdinand I abdicated in favour of his nephew Francis Joseph I. 
This was the result of a plot hatched by the Emperor’s sister, the Archduchess 
Sophia of Bavaria, with the help of Prince Windischgratz and his brother-in- 
law Prince Schwarzenberg. These grey-haired leaders of the ultra-reactionary 
nobility persuaded the feeble-minded Ferdinand to yield his place to Sophia’s 
20-year-old son. In a secret ceremony at the gloomy old Olmiitz castle, the 
slender, boyish Francis Joseph, who had been recalled from the army, nervously 
went down on his knees to be crowned by his uncle. Ferdinand stroked his 
cheek and reassured him: ‘Be brave. It’s all right.’4? 

The fall of Vienna and the coup which installed Francis Joseph I saved both 
the Austrian Empire and the Habsburg dynasty at the moment when they were 
tottering and had been written off. Prince Schwarzenberg became the head of a 
new government in Vienna and Francis Joseph I, in one of the longest reigns in 
history, was to rule for the next 68 years until the middle of World War I, pro- 
voked two years before his death by the bullet which killed his son at Sarajevo. 

As for Prussia, Friedrich Wilhelm IV’s constitution of 5 December reduced 
none of his authority as monarch ‘by the grace of God.’ And in France, on 10 
December, Louis Napoleon Bonaparte — who three decades or so after the 
defeat of the first Napoleon had put up his candidature as the ‘defender of 
order’ — was elected President of France. 

Ina series of articles summing up the year’s events, Marx admitted in Decem- 
ber that his faith in a bourgeois revolution had been misplaced. ‘The history of the 
German bourgeoisie as a whole from March to December’, he wrote, showed that 
‘a purely bourgeois revolution and bourgeois rule in the form of a constitutional 
monarchy is impossible. The only possibility is either a feudal absolutist counter- 
revolution or a social-republican revolution.’43 His end-of-the-year message was: 
‘Working-class revolution in France, world war — that is the agenda for the year 
18494 

Although the alternative to the counter-revolution presented by Marx was 
‘social-republican’, and not ‘proletarian’ revolution, the Neue Rheinische Zeitung 
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now paid more attention to the problems of the workers, the petty bourgeoisie 
and even the peasants. But this was only a change of tactics. Marx and Engels 
continued to stick to their grand plan for a war against Russia. They were 
playing for high stakes. When Marx wrote of world war on 1 January 1849, it 
was because he realized that every social upheaval on the Continent ‘founders on 
the industrial and commercial world domination of Great Britain... And old 
England will only be overthrown by a world war, which alone would enable the 
Chartist party of English workers to stage ‘a successful rising against their 
gigantic oppressors. The Chartists at the head of the English government — only 
at that moment does the idea of a social revolution leave the realm of Utopia for 
that of reality. But every European war which involves England is a world war.’45 

He predicted that it would start with a working-class revolution in France. 
Repeating a motto coined by Heine (but in which Heine himself no longer 
believed), Marx had confidently written on 12 November: ‘The Gallic cock will 
crow again in Paris and awaken Europe.’ 


At the beginning of 1849, Bakunin was at Koethen, a little town in the German 
Duchy of Anhalt. He had been on the run since the end of September. Expel- 
led by the Berlin police upon allegations from the Russian Embassy that he was 
engaged in plotting to assassinate the Tsar, he had shaved off his beard and 
travelled undetected to Breslau. Within a week, however, he was notified that 
unless he left Prussian soil he would be turned over to the Russians. He tried 
Dresden in Saxony, but was allowed to stay no longer than 48 hours. Hunted 
from pillar to post, he finally hit on the small but independent Duchy of An- 
halt, whose exceptionally liberal constitution made it a haven for political exiles 
and refugees. From mid-October until December, he was later to write, he did 
nothing but ‘hunt rabbits and other wild game. It was for me a period of 
repose...’ Yet it was during this period of inactivity and ‘repose’ that he wrote 
his famous Appeal to the Slavs. 

In this extraordinary document, written with apocalyptic oi Bakunin 
poured out all his frustrations, his ‘lost honour’ and discreditation as a Tsarist 
spy, and his shock at the fact that — contrary to his plan of a ‘great Federation of 
all Slav peoples’ aimed at ‘the complete destruction of the Austrian empire’ — 
the Croatians had actually helped the Austrians to crush the democratic rebel- 
lions in Vienna and Milan. The Czech bourgeoisie, too, had silently approved 
Windischgrätz’s slaughter of the Prague students and workers. As one of 
Bakunin’s friends wrote to him from Berlin, the Slavs now appeared as nation- 
alists and ‘perfidious crusaders’ against democracy. 

In his Appeal to the Slavs, Bakunin for the first time attacked the bourgeoisie 
as a counter-revolutionary force. To what extent he was or was not influenced 
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by Marx’s sallies at the ‘treachery’ of the bourgeoisie is a moot point, but he 


now embraced the cause of the proletariat: 


Two great questions have moved to the forefront from the very first 
days of the spring! The social question, and that of the independence 
of all nations, the emancipation of the peoples within and without... 
The whole world understood that liberty was a lie where a great 
majority of the population is reduced to a wretched existence, where, 
deprived of education, of leisure, and of bread, it is condemned to 


serve as a stepping-stone for the powerful and the rich. 


Besides declaring that the solution of the social question required ‘the com- 
plete overthrow of society’, Bakunin proclaimed his faith in a hitherto neglec- 
ted revolutionary force — the masses of the Russian peasantry. Writing, as he 
himself admitted, in a state of the ‘highest paroxysm’ — intensified and ‘inflamed 
by my earlier failures, by my bizarre and intolerable situation and, finally, by the 
victory of the reaction in Europe’ — he warned the ‘blind Tsar’ that the Rus- 
sian peasantry concealed in its womb the embryo of a new and unprecedented 
force, 


a volcanic fire whose explosion will bury beneath tall mounds of lava 
the well-ordered, artificial gardens of your diplomacy and your reign, 
shatter your power [and] exterminate it without a trace... Already 
among the peasant masses of the vast Russian kingdom gigantic cra- 
ters flare up. Russian democracy with its tongues of fire will devour 
the state and by its blood-red glow illuminate the whole of Europe. 


‘Iam not afraid of anarchy’, Bakunin wrote on 8 December 1848 to Herwegh in 
Paris. ‘I wish it with all my soul.’ In announcing his old/new creed of a fire of 
destruction and postulating that out of ‘a sea of blood’ in Moscow would come 
the liberation of all humanity, Bakunin combined his apocalyptic vision of the 
destruction of ‘this old world that is collapsing under the weight of its own 
injustice’ with the promise that from its ruins would arise ‘a new world, a real 
and complete liberation for all individuals as well as all nations, a kingdom of 
political and social justice, of love and brotherhood, the boundless kingdom of 
freedom...’47 

As for the form this kingdom was to take, Bakunin later wrote: ‘I wanted a 
republic. But of what kind? Not a parliamentary republic.’ His contempt for 
representative government and the so-called parliamentary ‘balance of powers, 
where the active forces are so cunningly arranged that not one of them can be 
effective,’ was paralleled only by that later shown by Marx in London when he 
wrote: ‘Being present at sittings of the English Parliament on Monday and 
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Tuesday, I confess my error in having stigmatized in 1848 the Berlin and Frank- 
furt Assemblies as the lowest possible expressions of parliamentary life.’ 

Besides speaking again of revolution in terms of a possessive ‘bride’ or mis- 
tress — ‘she’, he wrote, ‘demands that you surrender yourself totally, unreservedly, 
believing in her and belonging to her completely’ — Bakunin in his Appeal to the 
Slavs, drafted and redrafted in French at the very time when the young Francis 
Joseph was assuming the reign of the Habsburg Empire, was the first of his time 
to forecast the break-up of that empire into Slav nation states 7o years later. 

The German translation of An Appeal to the Slavs, from which some of 
Bakunin’s virulent passages against the bourgeoisie had been excised, was pub- 
lished in Leipzig in pamphlet form. At the end of December he himself moved 
to Leipzig, where he lived from hand to mouth but managed to arrange for a 
Polish translation of his pamphlet. 

Some 6 weeks later, An Appeal to the Slavs was the subject of a searing attack 
by Engels in the Neue Rheinische Zeitung. Engels himself had been on the run 
since the previous autumn. Having fled Cologne in haste and reached Brussels 
without a passport and little money, he had been arrested by the Belgians as a 
simple vagrant and shown across the border into France without further cere- 
mony. He reached Paris on 5 October, but after a few days — depressed by 
finding the beautiful city looking ‘dead’ after the bloody June events — he set out 
‘one fine morning without any fixed plan’ on a walking tour of France. His aim 
was to reach Switzerland, but ‘not by the shortest route’, and he spent 5 weeks 
hiking at his leisure across the countryside and living like a vagabond before 
reaching Berne via Geneva and Lausanne. 

The fact that, instead of staying in Paris or going to London and writing 
for the Neue Rheinische Zeitung, Engels chose to abandon any political activity, 
dallying in France and later spending another two months in Switzerland, has 
led his modern biographer to conclude that he apparently ‘lost his nerve’.*8 If 
so, his exhilarating weeks in France certainly did him good. But, in addition to 
being afraid to return to Cologne or to his shocked parents in Barmen — who 
had learned from the newspapers of a warrant for his arrest — he seems to 
have been in the throes of some anxiety that Marx might regard his prolonged 
absence as desertion. Although at the end of October Marx had sent him 50 
Thaler in Geneva, Engels had not a penny to his soul; some time before mid- 
November Marx expressed his amazement that Engels had not yet received 
‘61 Thaler I sent you ages ago... I further sent 20 Thaler to Gigot and, later, 
50 to Dronke for all of you, each time out of my cash box, a total of some 130 
Thaler... To suppose that I could leave you in the lurch for even a moment is 
sheer fantasy. You will always remain my friend and confidant as I hope I will 


remain yours,’49 
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Deciding ‘to face prison in Cologne rather than endure freedom in Switzer- 
land’, Engels finally returned to his post at the Neue Rheinische Zettung in 
mid-January 1849. On the 13th the paper carried an article by him (sent from 
Switzerland) on the oppression of the Hungarians by the Slavs. In it, and in a 
follow-up piece on 15 February, he dealt with the grandiose but ‘sentimental’ 
plan of ‘our friend’ Bakunin for Slav unity, called it ‘a mere fantasy’, and asked 
how he meant to form ‘five-and-a-half million Czechs, Moravians, and Slovaks 
into one state, and five-and-a-half million Southern Slavs, together with the 
Slavs of Turkey, into another?’ 

Giving vent to a veritable phobia, Engels wrote that, ‘apart from the Poles, 
the Russians, and at most the Slavs of Turkey’, the others — Czechs, Croats, 
Serbs, Bosnians, Bulgars, Slovenes and all the rest of them — were backward 
races, ‘the refuse of peoples [Vo/kerabfalle), unfit for independence. Having 
never had a history of their own, they had no future. 

While rightly observing that the Hungarian revolt was not yet over, he dec- 
lared that the interests of the revolution justified the use of ‘terrorism’ against the 
Slavs of the Austrian Empire and he pronounced the death sentence on them: 


With the first successful revolt of the French proletariat... the Aus- 
trian Germans and Magyars will gain their freedom and take a 
bloody revenge on the Slav barbarians. The general war which will 
then break out will crush the Slav alliance and annihilate all these 
small pig-headed nations, erasing their very names. 


The next world war will not only cause reactionary classes and dynas- 
ties to disappear from the face of the earth, but also entire reactionary 


peoples. And that too is an advance.>° 


At the beginning of February, Marx twice had to defend the Neue Rheinische 
Zeitung in the Court of Assizes. On the 7th he appeared together with Engels 
and Korff, the paper’s publisher, to answer charges of having libelled Cologne’s 
Oberprokurator (attorney-general) and the police in an article the previous 
summer. Addressing the jury, Marx declared that it was the duty of the press to 
be ‘the public watchdog, the omnipresent eye’ and jealous guardian of the peo- 
ple’s freedom. This required it to denounce not only the rulers but the individ- 
uals executing their policies, be they ‘this particular gendarme, this Prosecutor, 
this district administrator.’ 

Marx had packed the courtroom with Communist supporters. He closed his 
speech by saying that since the abortive March revolution had ‘merely reformed 
the political summit and left untouched the lower strata supporting it — the old 
bureaucrats, the old army, the old courts, the old judges born, educated and 
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grown grey in the service of absolutism’, the first duty of the press was ‘to 
undermine the entire foundation of the existing political structure.’5! 

The courtroom burst into applause and all three defendants were acquitted, 

On the following day, Marx was again in court, this time together with 
Schapper and their lawyer Schneider. The three had signed the November 
call to the citizenry to refuse to pay taxes and to offer armed resistance to the 
government, and were charged with incitement to rebellion. Law, Marx told 
the jury, ‘must be based on society’ and express its common interests, ‘The 
Code Napoléon did not produce modern bourgeois society’; bourgeois society 
found ‘its legal expression in the Code.’ The National Assembly, expressing 
the people’s will to abolish feudalism, had created a revolutionary situation 
and no court could judge him by the old laws on a question to be decided by 
history. 

Anti-Prussian sentiment in the Rhineland was still running high. The jury 
not only acquitted the defendants, but its foreman thanked Marx for his enlight- 
ening lecture. Marx was less successful in winning the hearts and full support of 
either the workers or the Rhineland democratic organizations. Before the end of 
February, the latent fight for control of Cologne’s Workers Union came to a 
head. Since Gottschalk’s arrest the previous summer, the depleted Union had 
been temporarily run by Moll and Schapper, but after Moll’s flight from Col- 
ogne in September, Marx had ‘provisionally’ accepted its presidency. Just before 
Christmas, however, Gottschalk had emerged from prison as a free man, all the 
prosecution’s efforts to secure his conviction having failed. He resumed the 
Union’s presidency, only to find himself hamstrung by Marx’s supporters. On 
the pretext of preventing disunity, they proposed the adoption of new rules, 
hedging his authority. 

In disgust, Gottschalk left Cologne for Brussels. Schapper became the Uni- 
on’s president. But Gottschalk retained control of the Union’s newspaper Frei- 
heit, Arbeit through its editor, J. Prinz, who was a friend of his. The Marxists, in a 
foretaste of later methods, appointed a committee to ‘screen’ Prinz’s activities, 
but Prinz ignored it and remained unbendingly loyal to Gottschalk. 

The elections for the second Prussian National Assembly under the King’s 
‘enforced’ new constitution — scheduled for 22 February — found the Workers 
Union split by the same issue which had divided it in 1848. Gottschalk had at 
that time pronounced a boycott on the elections to the Frankfurt Assembly, and 
he was likewise against the new elections. Marx, on the other hand, having as 
recently as December called for a ‘social-republican revolution’, now changed 
his tactics and affirmed that, ‘in view of the impossibility of putting one’s own 
principles into effect’, the right course was to help the radical democratic bour- 
geois opposition to win seats in parliament in order to carry on the political 
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fight against feudalism and ‘prevent the victory of our common enemy, the 
absolute monarch.’ 

Marx’s directive to the workers in an article published on 21 February in the 
Neue Rheinische Zeitung was brutally frank: 


Our cry to the workers and petty-bourgeoisie is: you should prefer to 
suffer in modern bourgeois society, whose industry creates the mate- 
rial conditions for the foundation of a new society that will free you 
all, rather than step backwards into an obsolete form of society which, 
under the pretence of saving your classes, will plunge the whole nat- 


ion back into medieval barbarism. 


This elicited the following outcry from Gottschalk in an open letter “To Herr 
Karl Marx’, published on 25 February: ‘Why should we, men of the proletariat, 
spill our blood [and] plunge deliberately into the purgatory of a decrepit capi- 
talist domination in order to avoid a medieval hell, as you proclaim to us, in 
order to attain from there the nebulous heaven of your Communist creed??5? 

This exchange made clear the fundamental difficulty Marx and Engels had 
in selling their ‘scientific’ Communism to the proletariat. They looked far into 
the future, claiming to know the process of history, and reserved for themselves 
the right to dictate the moves of the proletariat — to suffer while waiting for ‘the 
Gallic cock to crow again’, a new revolution in France which, as Marx had rec- 
ently written, depended in its turn upon the Chartists’ seizing power in Eng- 
land and starting a world war. 

‘Bloodthirsty for philosophical reasons’,>3 Marx and Engels in this way — or 
through the ‘war against Russia’ constantly advocated by Engels — wanted a 
world war. Gottschalk, himself an intellectual, called Marx ‘a learned sun-god’ 
looking down on the misery and hunger of the workers with a detached ‘doctri- 
naire interest’, ready to sacrifice them for the sake of a theory. Like Hess before 
him, he did not believe that the German bourgeoisie would really stand up and 
fight, and speaking in the name of ‘the revolutionary party’, he wrote that ‘we 
can expect nothing from any class except our own.’ 

Engels, for his part, dismissed Gottschalk as ‘a demagogue and hollow-head’. 
Within one year of its foundation, the originally 8,ooo-strong Workers Union 
was riven by these internal dissensions and expired later in 1849 under the blows 
of the reaction. Dr Gottschalk returned to Cologne during the summer, shortly 
before a cholera epidemic struck the city. The first, and for a long time the only, 
physician to venture into the infected slums, he died in September while attend- 
ing the poor, to be followed to his grave by hundreds of workers. 

In February, Marx had had to fend off opposition from his own camp. Joseph 
Moll returned to Cologne from several months in London with a mandate from 
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its German workers to reconstitute the Communist League. Significantly, he 
was to do so even without Marx’s consent. At a mecting held at the offices of the 
Neue Rheinische Zeitung, Marx firmly rejected the idea (only to reconstitute the 
League himself two years later). 

In the spring, pressure on Marx was mounting. Besides falling out with Moll 
and other veterans, and being criticized by the radical ‘left’ wing of the Workers 
Union, Marx effected another volte-face. After a year’s effort to maintain an 
alliance with the bourgeois democrats and proclaiming that the future govern- 
ment of Germany must be composed of the most ‘heterogeneous elements’, he 
suddenly resigned from the Rhineland Committee of Democratic Associations, 
on the grounds that it contained ‘too many heterogeneous elements’ to be of 
any effective use ‘to the Cause’. One reason among many that have been cited 
for his abandoning the precarious coalition with the democrats was his possible 
fear that he would otherwise lose the support of the impatient workers. 

The revolution was not going his way. He was subjected to increasing police 
harassment and the Neue Rheinische Zeitung was on the verge of bankruptcy. 
Already in mid-November 1848 — at the time when he was coordinating the tax 
boycott and the ‘dispatch of a volunteer corps to Berlin’ with Lassalle in Diis- 
seldorf — he had asked the latter privately to send him some money. Lassalle 
helped him with 200 Thaler. Since then he had been holding the fort by paying 
printers, compositors, suppliers and distributors from the dwindling remainder 
of his inheritance. 

In the spring of 1849, hoping for world war, yet ‘panting for money as doth 
the hart for cooling streams’, he planned to undertake a fund-raising tour of 
several towns in Germany in an effort to save the newspaper. 


During this period, Bakunin was leading a dreary existence in Leipzig. Fre- 
quently changing his name and address, he lived in hiding on occasional hand- 
outs sent to him from Paris by his pianist friend Reichel. He was down and out, 
yet with his grand plan for an all-Slav federation against Austria nowhere in 
sight, he was restlessly engaged in establishing an international conspiratorial 
network that would undermine Austria from within and turn everything upside 
down, so that even if his plan foundered, the victorious reactionary government 
‘would find nothing in place’. One after another he enlisted in his plan two 
Germans, d’Ester and Hexamer, who had come with him to Leipzig; two young 
Czech brothers, Gustav and Adolph Straka, whom he ‘uprooted’ from their 
studies in the Divinity Faculty of Leipzig University and persuaded, as he con- 
fessed, ‘to become instruments of my activities in Bohemia’;>+ and a number of 
assorted ‘democrats’ of different nationalities who met at Leipzig’s Golden Cock 
coffeehouse and discussed revolution. 
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Bakunin’s interest in Bohemia was stirred by the fact that his Appeal to the 
Slavs had been reprinted almost in full in the newspaper of Prague’s Slavonic 
Linden (or ‘Lime-Tree’) Society. Planning to turn Bohemia into a revolution- 
ary base for inciting the other Slav peoples to action, Bakunin invited a couple 
of Czech journalists to a conference in Leipzig. Only one, Emmanuel Arnold, 
came over from Prague for a single day, and to Bakunin’s annoyance most of it 
was wasted by d’Ester and Hexamer’s trying to interest him in a ‘stupid’ project 
for a German-Slav congress in Leipzig. 

Bakunin then privately belaboured Arnold for several hours and, with his 
hypnotic powers of persuasion, converted him to his scheme of setting up a 
network of secret societies to plot revolution throughout Bohemia. The plan he 
outlined to Arnold before sending him back to Prague called for the establish- 
ment of three separate groups — one for the petty bourgeoisie, the second for 
the students, and the third for the peasantry — each to have a different name and 
to be unaware of the existence of the others. Yet all were to submit to a ‘dictato- 


rial’ Central Committee 


composed of three, or, at most, five members: myself and Arnold, 
with the rest to be elected... At the same time a German student from 
Vienna [was] to organize among the Germans in Bohemia a society 
of which I should be the secret head, without at first appearing to be 
part of its Central Committee. If my plan was successful, all the 
important threads of the movement would be concentrated in my 
hands and I would be sure that the revolution planned for Bohemia 
would never stray from the path that I had drafted for it.55 


In a prototype of Bakunin’s later conspiracies, he dispatched the Viennese 
music student Heimberger to Prague to spy on Arnold and report on his activi- 
ties. Heimberger went to Prague twice and reported that Arnold had done 
nothing, but that he had found great admiration for Bakunin everywhere. Thus 
encouraged, Bakunin shaved off his beard in March and, accompanied by the 
Straka brothers, went to Prague on an English passport in the name of Ander- 
son. Although he found that the Prague democrats were ‘incorrigible chatter- 
boxes’ and that ‘nothing was ready’, Bakunin, who wrote in his Confession to 
the Tsar, ‘I was not born a charlatan, Sire, quite the contrary... I was at one and 
the same time deceiver and deceived, deceiving myself and others with me’, 
placed fantasy above reality and remained convinced that he ‘was not wrong in 
hoping to find in Bohemia all the necessary factors for a revolution crowned 
with success.’ 

From Dresden, where he stopped on his way back from Prague, he sent the 
Straka brothers ‘detailed and complete instructions’ to prepare for the revolution 
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in Prague and Bohemia. In Dresden, he found a friend and supporter in August 
Röckel, a former conductor of the Dresden Royal Opera. Sacked because of his 
democratic views, Röckel — who had since become a member of the Saxon Cham- 
ber of Deputies and the editor of a radical weekly, the Volksblatt — offered Baku- 
nin, who was still living under a false name, hospitality and a hiding place in his 
house. He also introduced him to his friends, including Richard Wagner, who was 
at the time precariously holding on to his position as a conductor of the Dresden 
Opera while at the same time — chafing at his dependence on royal patronage — 
publishing anonymous articles in favour of a republic. 

In the course of April, a long-brewing political crisis in Saxony came to a 
head when- its king — faced with the threat of a tax-boycott until he accepted 
the people’s constitutional demands — dissolved the Chamber of Deputies and 
appealed to Prussia for military help. Röckel, fearing for his life, sold his furni- 
ture, gave some of the resulting money to Bakunin for his Bohemian project 
and left for Prague. Bakunin promptly asked him to help with the preparations 
for the Bohemian insurrection. 

Röckel, however, found that things were not as they had been presented to 
him. Czechs, Germans and Hungarians in Bohemia ‘glared at each other jeal- 
ously, convinced that each would gain from the repression of the other... Rather 
than the powerful, widespread organization that Bakunin imagined himself to 
be leading... I found scarcely a dozen very young people.’5® 

But whereas Marx and Engels were at this time propagating an equally unre- 
alistic ‘clash on German soil’ with Russia and advocating world war for philo- 
sophical reasons, Bakunin needed a revolution for psychological reasons. As 
E.H. Carr put it, ‘Bakunin was like a man whose passion for his mistress is 
inflamed rather than abated by the discovery of her infidelities.’57 Aware that he 
was ‘deceiving myself and others with me’, Bakunin realized that his plan for 
Bohemia was ‘ridiculous’, but believed in it because he wanted to. As he later 
wrote, ‘the demon of destruction had taken hold of me... Instead of countless 
obstacles frightening me, they excited my revolutionary thirst, driving me into 
tireless and feverish activity. I was doomed to my demise. I foresaw it, and I 
rushed towards it joyfully...5° 

Having no faith in a German revolution, Bakunin took no interest in the 
Saxon political crisis. But he found Dresden a lively place and decided to stay 
there. On 20 April, upon learning that the Austrian Emperor had turned to the 
Tsar for military help against the Hungarian revolt, Bakunin published another 
Appeal to the Slavs to unite with the Hungarians and Germans against a Russian 
invasion. 

A week earlier, on 14 April, Marx had left Cologne on his tour of Northern 
Germany and Westphalia to solicit funds for his newspaper. He was to be away 


1089 


THE Doctors OF REVOLUTION 


for three weeks, during which time, while Bakunin in Dresden kept his eyes fixed 
on Bohemia and expected to be summoned to Prague any day, the 1848-49 revo- 
lutionary drama, having taken a new turn at the end of March, rapidly moved 
towards its final act, to decide the fate of both of them and of millions in Europe. 
27-28 March 1849: The German National Assembly passed a Constitution 
and elected Friedrich Wilhelm IV of Prussia ‘Emperor of the Germans’. 

3 April: Friedrich Wilhelm IV refused to accept the crown from the hands of 
the people. 

The Constitution adopted by the Frankfurt National Assembly was as prog- 
ressive as could be, guaranteeing individual liberty and equality before the law. 
On 4 March, in Vienna, the reactionary Prince Schwarzenberg had proclaimed 
a new constitution decreeing that Austria — including its Hungarian, Croatian 
and Italian populations — was a territorially indivisible state. The Frankfurt 
deputies, unwilling to accept Austria’s minority nationalities in a ‘greater’ Ger- 
man state that would be a near-replica of the old German Bund, reacted by 
declaring that no part of the new united Germany ‘shall belong to a state with 
non-German territories’. This clinched the hitherto unresolved question of the 
boundaries of the new German Reich. With Austria and the Habsburgs out, the 
Assembly offered the crown of a smaller but purely German Empire to the 
Hohenzollern King of Prussia. 

Friedrich Wilhelm treated the Assembly’s deputation to one of his vague 
long-winded speeches, so full of contradictions that it took them some time to 
understand that his answer was ‘No’. Privately the King scoffed that the imper- 
ial crown offered him by the people was a ‘sausage roll’, a ‘hoop made of mud 
and wood’, a ‘pig’s crown’, a ‘crown by grace of butchers and bakers’, a ‘dog- 
collar’. He wrote to Ernst Moritz Arndt, “This [crown] we speak of does not 
bear the sign of the holy cross, does not press the seal by the grace of God upon 
the head — it is no crown. [I], the son of more than twenty-four rulers, Electors 
and kings, will not be made a serf of the revolution.’ 

He would accept the crown only from princes equal to him in rank. But when 
the princes of 28 German states declared their readiness to offer it to him, he 
balked again, for these princes accepted the constitution proposed by the Frank- 
furt National Assembly. To Friedrich Wilhelm IV this smacked of recognizing 
the people’s sovereignty, and he refused to share his prerogatives with them. 

Austria withdrew from the Frankfurt Parlament. The Prussian representa- 
tives followed suit and walked out, leaving only a rump Assembly to face the 
consequences. With the dewy-eyed project of a united Germany thus killed, 
bitter disillusionment after a year’s hopes set in, not only among the radicals 
but in large sections of the population in several German states, leading to a last 


spasm. 
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3-8 May: Revolution in Dresden, suppressed by Prussian troops. 

11-13 May: Military revolt in Baden. The Grand Duke of Baden fled. 

6 June: The rump German National Assembly moved from Frankfurt to Stutt- 
gart. 

18 June: The fewer than 100 remaining deputies of the rump Assembly were 
dispersed by the King of Württemberg’s soldiers. 

On 10 May, Marx, having returned from a journey which had yielded practi- 
cally no funds at all, vented his frustrations and his fury at the Prussian King. 
In an ‘almost hysterical article, as it has struck some, Marx listed in the Neue 
Rheinische Zeitung the crimes which had accompanied the rise to greatness of the 
Hohenzollern ‘family of corporals’, its ‘breaches of faith, perfidies’, inheritance 
swindles and its servile obedience to Russian despotism. Yet this was not so hys- 
terical when one considers that in 1847 and 1848 a poem by Heine titled ‘Zu 
Berlin im alten Schlosse (In Berlin’s Old Castle), in which the Hohenzollerns 
were presented as sodomites, was published more than once. This was only one 
of a series of poems in which Heine had been savaging Friedrich Wilhelm IV. In 
his article on “The Deeds of the House of Hohenzollern’, Marx in fact quoted an 
earlier poem by Heine, ‘Der Wechselbalg’ (“The Changeling’), which described 
the King as a ‘pumpkin-headed child’, ‘a monster’ begot by ‘the old sodomite ... 
on lies and perjury’. The article was to lead to Marx’s expulsion. 

A week earlier, on 3 May — the day fighting broke out in Dresden, kindling 
new hopes of a ‘second revolution’ in Germany — the trial of Ferdinand Las- 
salle opened before the Diisseldorf Court of Assizes. He had been in custody 
for more than 5 months since his arrest the day after he had publicly urged the 
Frankfurt National Assembly to issue a call to arms. Although the charges on 
which he had been remanded were similar to those against Marx — calling for a 
tax boycott and ‘incitement to arms against the royal authorities’ — the Prussian 
authorities treated them differently. Unlike Lassalle, Marx had refrained from 
speaking at public demonstrations and the authorities hesitated to stir public 
opinion by taking any action against the Neue Rheinische Zeitung. 

Lassalle, because of his involvement in the unsavoury Hatzfeldt family affair, 
appeared to them to be more vulnerable — and yet a more dangerous agitator 
because in the mere three months of liberty he had enjoyed between August 
and November 1848 he had managed to rally Diisseldorf’s democrats and 
workers as well as the peasants of the region into a united revolutionary force. 

Marx, who had lost much of the workers’ support and was about to sever 
his ties with the democrats, could not but appreciate this. On 3 January 1849, 
rallying to Lassalle’s defence, he had published in his newspaper Heine’s three- 
year-old letter to Varnhagen extolling Lassalle’s exceptional intellect, scholar- 
ship and amazing combination of ‘energy of will and aptitude for action’. 
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Joining this testimonial by ‘one of Germany’s greatest minds’, Marx appealed 
to the Rhenish courts not to allow ‘this 24-year-old genius who belongs to our 
poor country’s most talented youth to rot in jail because of his selfless fight for 
freedom.” 

But neither this, nor a petition presented by nearly 3,000 signatories, nor one 
deputation after another — one of them in March led by Marx — requesting Diis- 
seldorf’s Oberprokurator Nicolovius to speed up Lassalle’s trial, met with any 
success. Confined to his cell throughout the dramatic developments which — 
starting with General Wrangel’s occupation of Berlin in December — had culmi- 
nated in the King’s refusal to accept the imperial crown from the people’s 
hands, Lassalle found other outlets for his pent-up energy. 

He bullied the warden, insisted that the governor greet him with a civil 
‘Good morning’ when visiting his cell, petitioned the investigating judge to 
dismiss the case against him out of hand or to release him on bail, and took 
Nicolovius to task for rejecting his requests for documents, without giving the 
legal reasons for his refusal. ‘We are not living in Turkey’, he reminded the 
prosecutor, ‘but in a state which prides itself on its laws.’ Besides continuing 
from prison his unfinished fight for the rights of the Countess Hatzfeldt, he had 
some of his petitions published in the Neue Rheinische Zeitung or printed sepa- 
rately, and otherwise maintained a vast correspondence. On 25 February, when 
he still hoped to appear before the Assizes in March, he was so confident of the 
ultimate outcome of the revolution that he wrote to his mother: 


Either Germany will be plunged back for ever into the night of the 
old conditions — in which case all science will be proved a lie, all phi- 
losophy a mere jeu d'esprit, Hegel a runaway fool escaped from a 
madhouse and all history an accident without any thought behind it — 
or the revolution will soon celebrate a new and decisive triumph.59 


Before his case finally opened on 3 May, Lassalle wrote his defence speech and 
had it printed and distributed among his political and other friends. Using the law 
as a political weapon, he argued in essence that in the March 1848 revolt in Berlin 


the people won a constitutional state. The fundamental principle of a 
constitutional state is that it is no longer ruled by the will of the 
monarch but by the general will of the people as expressed by its rep- 
resentatives. In a constitutional state the true regent is the electorate. 


It was therefore the Prussian government which, by its military putsch in Ber- 
lin and the dispersal of the National Assembly at bayonet point, had committed 
the most flagrant act of ‘high treason’. In these circumstances, he argued, with 
General Wrangel suddenly turning into ‘Prussia’s law-giver’ and the enforced 
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constitution nothing but a paper monument to ‘a King’s treachery’, the revolu- 
tion — speaking strictly from a legal viewpoint, even leaving aside human rights 
and the sovereignty of the people — had become a ‘juridical necessity... [and] 
ringing the alarm bell and calling the people to take up arms and man the barri- 
cades was the rightful duty of the citizenry.’ 

The court, ruling that the advance publication of Lassalle’s defence speech 
violated trial procedure, excluded the public from the courtroom. Knowing 
that the speech had been read not only by the jury but by a larger public than 
could fill the courtroom, Lassalle thereupon refused to read his plaidoyer. In a 
short statement reacting to the prosecutor’s demand that he be sentenced to 5 
years in prison, he asked for his immediate acquittal. The jury, showing no 
mean civic courage at a time when Prussia was reinforcing its troops in the 
Rhineland to prevent any flare-up such as had started in Baden and Saxony, 
brought in a verdict of not guilty. 

Nicolovius, however, determined to keep Lassalle in jail, had included in the 
charge-sheet a second offence, that of calling for ‘resistance to state officials’. On 
this minor and rather ludicrous accusation — already implicit in the main charge 
of ‘resisting the authorities’ but subject to judgment only by the criminal court 
and not the jury — Lassalle was rearrested the day after his acquittal. After 
another two months in jail he was sentenced on 5 July to 6 months, but released 
the same day for medical reasons. His imprisonment was deferred until October 
of the following year, when he was to serve his sentence without deduction of 
the long months he had already spent in custody. 

Although Lassalle’s defence speech — containing such phrases as “Three times 
more accursed than a foreign despot is the indigenous one who tramples his own 
country’s laws underfoot’ — was for decades to be cherished by Germany’s 
workers as a memento of the ‘democratic days of 48’, his rearrest probably saved 
him from the blow which was soon to disperse Marx, Engels, Freiligrath and the 
whole ‘party’ of the Neue Rheinische Zeitung to the four corners of the earth. 

Cologne was peaceful on g May, when Marx returned from his fund-raising 
tour. But on the 16th, 5 days after his article on “The Deeds of the House of 
Hohenzollern’ appeared, he received an order issued from Berlin to leave 
Prussian soil ‘within 24 hours’. The order stated that, not being a Prussian 
citizen, he had ‘disgracefully abused’ the hospitality given him by ‘inciting con- 
tempt for the existing government’ and calling for its violent overthrow. Marx 
barely had time to borrow some money and sell the printing press he owned to 
pay the typesetters and paper suppliers for the last issue of the paper. Printed in 
flaming red, it appeared on 19 May. Altogether, Marx had invested in it no less 
than 7,000 Thaler, of which the smaller portion was his own last cash and the 
rest borrowed and to keep him in debt for years. 
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Engels had left on 11 May for Elberfeld, the slummy half of his native twin 
town of Barmen-Elberfeld. With its unemployed population, it had been taken 
over by a Committee of Public Safety. Engels was assigned to command a bat- 
tery of small cannon on the bridge leading to wealthy Barmen and the villas of 
the factory owners. Legend has it that Engels’s bigoted father — the area’s textile 
lord, who was on his way to Sunday church — was shocked to run into his son 
wearing a red sash which made him conspicuous among the gunners on the 
bridge. Whether or not this incident really took place, some burghers on the 
Public Safety Committee were in any case terrified by the young man’s reputa- 
tion as a Communist, and Engels was run out of town. 

He returned to Cologne in time to contribute an article to the ‘red number’ 
of the Neue Rheinische Zeitung. Besides a farewell poem by Freiligrath, the 
paper’s last issue, which is said to have sold 20,000 copies instead of the usual 
5—6,000, included an editorial by Marx in which, declaring that ‘the royal ter- 
rorists, the terrorists by the Grace-and-Law of God are brutal, contemptible 
and vulgar in practice, cowardly, secretive and deceitful in theory, and dishon- 
ourable in both’, he promised revenge: ‘We also are ruthless, we ask no consid- 
eration from you. When our turn comes, we will not conceal our terrorism.’ 

Jenny Marx, liquidating her household yet again, sold her furniture to avoid 
its confiscation. The Marxes, with their three children, their maid Lenchen, 
and Engels, left Cologne on 19 May and went to Frankfurt. There they stayed 
with their Communist friend Joseph Weydemeyer and his family. Weydemeyer 
helped Jenny to pawn the silver she had taken along in a borrowed suitcase. 
With that money she paid the fare for the children and Lenchen to travel to 
Trier on a visit to her mother. Marx and Engels, having tried to persuade left- 
wing members of the Frankfurt Parlament to fight for their constitution and if 
necessary to summon the revolutionary militia fighting in Baden to their aid, 
went south to meet the leaders of the insurrection in Baden and the Bavarian 
Palatinate, who had established a provisional government. They tried to con- 
vince them to march on Frankfurt and take the National Assembly under their 
protection — even if not explicitly summoned to do so ~ against the reactionary 
government. 

It was the last possibility of saving the revolution. But neither the ‘Left’ in 
Frankfurt nor the leaders of the democratic militia heeded their advice. 
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The Dispersal of the Doctors of Revolution 


On 2 June 1849, four days before the ‘rump’ German parliament was forcibly 
moved to Stuttgart, Marx and Engels separated. Engels, deciding to ‘gird my 
sword’, went to join the rebels fighting the Prussians in the Bavarian Palatinate. 
Marx left for Paris, where he took lodgings on the Left Bank under the name of 
‘Monsieur Ramboz’. A cholera epidemic was raging. ‘The sunless heat’, wrote 
Alexander Herzen, who was in the city at the time, ‘the frightened, unhappy 
population and the hearses racing each other to the cemeteries’ made it a dismal 
place. But Marx, resuming contact with old Communist friends like Dr Ewer- 
beck and the leaders of several secret societies, saw Paris as a ‘revolutionary 
crater’, and within a few days of his arrival he was wildly prophesying to Engels 
in Baden that ‘a colossal eruption’ was imminent. 

A last popular rising did take place in Paris on 13 June, when more than 
20,000 workers and others took to the streets unarmed. But they were brutally 
dispersed by Louis Napoleon Bonaparte’s dragoons. Herzen, marching with a 
crowd of demonstrators, suddenly found himself ‘nose to nose’ with a snorting 
horse and a dragoon threatening to strike him with the flat of his sword. On a 
visit to the Conciergerie, where some of his friends were held, Herzen saw as 
many as 60 men crowded into one small room, in the middle of which stood a 
large slop-bucket that was emptied once every 24 hours — and all this in civi- 
lized Paris, under the cloud of cholera.’ 

Having no appetite for being locked up there and ‘fed on rotten beans and 
putrid meat’, Herzen bought himself a false passport and fled to Geneva. 
Before leaving, he arranged for his wife Natalie to follow him with Herwegh, 
whose ridiculous military expedition to ‘liberate’ Germany had cost him both 
his revolutionary reputation and his wife’s money. Herzen thus unwittingly set 
the stage for Natalie’s romantic love affair with Herwegh, which was to end in 
tragedy. 

One of the first men Marx went to see on his arrival in Paris was Heine, who 
was also the last person he had visited before leaving the city the previous year. 
During the 8 weeks Marx was now to spend in Paris he went to see the sick poet 
three times, alone or in the company of Georg Weerth. Heine had recently 
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affirmed his faith in a personal God and it is not known what he and the atheist 
Marx discussed. It may have been not only the failure of the attempt to unite 
Germany under a parliamentary system, but the fact that the Hungarians, who 
in April had driven the Austrians out of their country and proclaimed an inde- 
pendent republic, were now facing a Russian invasion. 

Hungary’s revolutionary poet Sandor Petöfi had dedicated the German trans- 
lation of his poems to Heine. While he was reading them, the Tsar — like Nikita 
Krushchev over 100 years later — sent an army to quell the Hungarian revolt 
just when the Magyars seemed on the point of invading Austria. Petöfi fell in 
the course of the fighting. ‘O Hungary, thy name is like the sound of silver trum- 
pets’, Heine was to write of the Magyar fight for freedom against two world 
powers. In another dramatic event, on 3 July, during Marx’s fourth week in 
Paris, 40,000 French troops dispatched by Bonaparte occupied Rome, hero- 
ically defended for a month by Garibaldi, and restored Pope Pius IX. Garibaldi 
managed an adventurous escape with his Brazilian wife Anita and part of his 
6,000-man Legion. And by the zoth, Austrian troops were beginning a long 
siege of Venice. 

As Jenny Marx, with her three children and a fourth on the way, arrived in 
shuttered, cholera-stricken Paris, Marx wrote to Weydemeyer that he was pen- 
niless. Jenny pawned all her jewelry and Marx appealed for help to his friends in 
Germany. 

Fortunately Ferdinand Lassalle, just released from prison after his sentence 
was deferred, collected a large sum for the Marxes among his Rhenish friends. 
Lassalle himself, furious at the police for having searched the house of the 
Countess von Hatzfeldt, also helped, financially and otherwise, one of the edi- 
tors of Marx’s newspaper and other Communists who had been jailed for their 
agitation in the Rhineland. 


* 13 August 1849: The Hungarian army capitulated to Russian 
forces at Vilagos. 
+ 28 August: Besieged Venice fell to Austrian troops. 


The Hungarians, caught between Austrian regiments in the west and 140,000 
Russians pouncing on them from the north, put up a fierce resistance in June 
and July, but had little chance. After the storming of Budapest and President 
Kossuth’s escape via Turkey to the USA, the capitulation at Vilagos and the 
fall of Venice a fortnight later brought the feverish ‘Springtime of the Peoples’ 
to an end after 18 fratricidal months. The victors promised clemency to the 
defeated, but a wave of savage repression followed. In reply to Hungarian pleas 
for mercy, Prince Schwarzenberg replied: ‘A very good idea, but we must have a 
bit of hanging first.’ He did not mention those executed by firing squads. In 
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Italy the Austrians shot ‘Garibaldini’ boys captured during their retreat to San 
Marino. Garibaldi himself again made good his escape with a small band, only 
to mourn his pregnant wife, who died during their flight. 

In Paris, in the course of the arrest and investigation of German radicals 
who had taken part in the rising of 13 June, the French police discovered the 
identity of Monsieur ‘Ramboz’. On 19 July, Marx had been notified that he and 
his family must leave Paris within 24 hours. He was not expelled from France, 
but banished to Morbihan in Brittany. Upon learning that this was one of 
France’s ‘most unhealthy coasts, muddy and fever-exhaling’, he appealed to the 
Ministry of the Interior to have the order rescinded. But he obtained only a 
delay. 

Feeling sure that his banishment to ‘the Pontine Marshes of Brittany’ was a 
‘cloaked attempt at murder’, Marx wrote to Engels on 23 August that he had 
decided to leave France. With the reactionary regimes restored all over Europe, 
England loomed as the only country where he might be safe. On the 24th, with 
the little that remained of the money provided by Lassalle, he left for London, 
having asked Engels to join him there and ‘not to leave me in the lurch’. 

He travelled together with a young German revolutionary, Kar] Blind, and 
the two took a room above a coffeehouse in Grosvenor Square. Jenny was 
allowed to stay in Paris until the lease on their apartment expired on 15 Sep- 
tember. Then, with the help of the faithful Lenchen, she packed up her three 
children and with 100 francs sent by Freiligrath she paid the fare to cross the 
Channel. Marx was down with ‘a kind of cholera’ and Jenny, who was 7 months 
pregnant, arrived sick and exhausted. Weerth installed the family in a boarding 
house in Leicester Square. Shortly afterwards, they moved to a dingy two-room 
flat in Chelsea. 

There, on 5 November, Jenny gave birth to a boy. As it was Guy Fawkes 
Day, he was registered as Guy Marx, though his parents called him Guido or 
Foxchen, which sounded in German like ‘Little Fawkes’ or ‘Little Fox’. The 
Marxes and their 4 children, each of whom had been born in a different 
country, were to spend their first winter in London living from hand to mouth 
in those sleazy two rooms until they were evicted for being £5 behind with the 


rent. 


Engels had no sooner arrived in the Palatinate at the beginning of June than he 
submitted a two-part article to the official newspaper of its Provisional Govern- 
ment. With his usual cocksureness, he predicted an imminent war ~ ‘in a few 
weeks, perhaps in a few days’ — between ‘the massed armies of the republican 
West and the enslaved East.’ The newspaper found the article ‘too inflammatory’ 
and published only its first part. Engels thus found that the Palatinate revolution 
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was a ‘pothouse’ affair, but when he heard that the Prussians were coming, he 
joined the motley corps of 700—800 insurgents made up of Baden regulars, irreg- 
ulars and revolutionary volunteers from Germany and a sprinkling of French, 
Hungarian and Polish workers. 

As he wrote to Jenny Marx on 25 July, he took part in 4 engagements: “The 
whistle of bullets is an altogether trifling affair. I saw plenty of cowardice dur~ 
ing the campaign but there were less than a dozen cases of cowardice in the face 
of the enemy. I did see plenty of courage that bordered on folly.” 

The fighting in the Bavarian Palatinate was only a sideshow compared to the 
revolt in Baden, in which 45,000 of its fugitive Duke’s soldiers, or practically his 
entire army, had been involved since May. Under the capable command of the 
Polish revolutionary Ludwig von Mieroslawski, it put up strong resistance to 
the Prussian forces until the Prussian Crown Prince, with two full army corps 
and Hessian reinforcements marching through Wiirttemberg, fell upon its flank 
and forced it to retreat. By mid-July the whole of Baden had been occupied by 
the overwhelmingly superior Prussian forces, except for the fortress of Rastatt 
between the Rhine and the Wiirttemberg frontier. By that time, the small force 
which Engels had joined was wedged in between the Prussians on one flank and 
the French and Swiss border on the other and could only retreat southwards 
through the Black Forest. Engels was lucky to cross into Switzerland on 12 July, 
together with his commander August Willich, the ex-artillery officer whom he 
knew from Cologne as Gottschalk’s ally and whom he described as a brave 
soldier, though ‘a true Socialist’. 

Miceroslawski’s 6,000 men held out at Rastatt until 23 July. The fall of this 
fortress marked the end of ali the revolts in southwest Germany. Prussian offi- 
cers at Rastatt, acting in the name of the absentee Duke of Baden, passed dra- 
conic sentences on the leaders and participants of the Baden insurrection. Of 
Willich’s smaller force, 28 insurgents were shot and 68 sentenced to long prison 
terms. 

Engels, after dallying for a while in Switzerland, decided to join Marx in 
London; he embarked at Genoa on the Cornish Diamond, which sailed up the 
Thames on 10 November. Although his parents had sent him money for the 
journey, his mother wrote on 2 December to tell him not to expect any further 
support from them ‘so long as you pursue a way of life which, to put it mildly, 
does not meet with our approval.’ 

Marx and Engels had struggled valiantly to goad the bourgeoisie, not least 
by means of a war with Russia and ‘world war’, to overthrow the monarchies, 
but had failed in their attempt to direct events on the Continent. Nor had the 
Chartist movement in England, but for a large demonstration in London, ful- 
filled any of the high hopes Engels had placed in it. 
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Nonetheless, with the fever of revolution still burning in their minds, they 
believed, as Marx wrote in letters to Weydemeyer in Frankfurt, that England 
would be the scene of the next revolutionary ‘dance’ and that a new and violent 
crisis was also imminent on the Continent. Immediately upon his arrival in 
London, Marx, besides joining a committee for the relief of political refugees 
who were coming in droves, had become occupied with two projects — the 
reconstitution of the Communist League and the revival of the Neue Rheinische 
Zeitung, this time by its subtitle as a ‘Political-Economic Review’. By mid-Dec- 
ember arrangements had been made for its publication in Germany, and the 
first issue appeared in January 1850. Four more issues, written mostly by Marx 
and Engels, appeared at irregular intervals between the end of March and the 
end of November, when it collapsed for lack of readers. 

The revived Communist League ran into trouble with the arrival in London 
of August Willich and his election to its Central Committee. Willich, who 
belonged to the ‘left’ wing of the Communist movement, wanted action, rather 
than socio-economic theories, as the basis of political practice. A compromise 
circular, sent in March to the few local branches left in Germany, stated that in 
the next revolution the working class should constitute itself as an independent 
political body and establish ‘their own revolutionary workers’ governments next 
to the official government organs.’ In a further clause, Marx and Engels, who 
drafted the circular, wrote that the workers must ‘everywhere put up their own 
candidates beside the democratic candidates, even where they have no prospect 
whatever of being elected’, thus implicitly admitting that their previous policy 
on this issue had been wrong. 

In mid-April a Société universelle des communistes révolutionnaires (World 
Society of Revolutionary Communists) was formed in London. The founding 
fathers who met to sign its statutes were Marx, Engels and Willich, for the 
League; two French exiles, Jules Vidil and Adam, who represented Blanqui’s 
insurrectionist movement; and George Harney, the leader of the revolutionary 
faction of the Chartists. The signatories swore an oath of Communist solidarity 
to be maintained across national borders. The statutes, drawn up by Willich, 
proclaimed that the World Society’s chief aim was ‘the overthrow of all privi- 
leged classes, the subjection of these classes to the dictatorship of the prole- 
tariat by maintaining the revolution in permanence until the realisation of 
Communism, which shall be the final organisational form of the human 
family.” 

Neither the Communist League nor the World Society lasted very long. The 
League split in two in September, disrupted by a fierce squabble between the 
Marx ‘party’ and the Willich-Schapper faction — so fierce that Willich and one 
of Marx’s associates fought a duel over it in Ostend, since duelling was outlawed 


1099 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


in England. When the Blanquists sided with Willich, Marx severed contact 
with them and henceforth attacked them as well as Willich. This meant the end 
of the World Society — no similar Socialist-Communist alliance transcending 
national frontiers was to arise before the establishment of the First Workers’ 
International. 

On 15 September Marx, giving up all predictions of an imminent revolution, 
transferred the League’s Central Committee to Cologne and informed the work- 
ers in Germany that they had ‘15, 20, 50 years of civil war to go through to 
change the circumstances and fit yourselves for power’ and that Louis Blanc’s 
fiasco in France provided the best example of the danger of coming to power 
too soon. 

Marx was now left with no more than 15 to 20 followers in London. In 
Germany, following an attempt on the life of Friedrich Wilhelm IV and the 
arrest and trial of a dozen Communists in Cologne, the League was soon to 
cease its existence. But when the time came, Lenin was to read carefullly the 
Marx-Engels Circular of March 1850, in which they advocated the establish- 
ment of a workers’ party ‘both clandestine and public’, and revolutionary city 
councils, clubs or armed workers’ committees parallel to the official govern- 
ment organs. 

The tiny Communist League had done its job. Born out of Weitling’s ‘League 
of the Just’, and never numbering more than 1,500 or 2,000 members in all its 
‘international’ branches, it was one of the seminal elements out of which — by 
the cunning of history and Marx’s Communist Manifesto — the mighty 2oth- 
century Marxist-Leninist state system was to emerge. 


On the night of 28-29 August 1849, while Marx, freshly arrived in London, 
was bedding down for his third night in Grosvenor Square, a detachment of 
Saxon cavalry set out from Dresden to escort three carriages to Königstein. 
Each carriage held a fettered prisoner and his two guards. One of the three pris- 
oners, who were locked up towards morning in the rock fortress of Königstein, 
was Bakunin. The Russian, whose ‘demon of destruction’ had driven him to 
‘feverish activity’ in connection with an imaginary revolution in Bohemia, had 
been caught in a real one which had occurred under his very nose in Dresden, 
and in which he had at first taken no interest. 

The Dresden revolution lasted for only 6 days, from 3 to 9 May. Compared 
to the prolonged military insurrection in Baden, it was a paltry affair; but it will 
forever be memorable for bringing together two such extraordinary characters 
as Bakunin and Wagner at a crucial moment of their lives. They were of the 
same age, Bakunin 35, Wagner 34. The diminutive composer (Wagner was only 
162 cm. tall) and the towering Bakunin had first met at August Réckel’s house. 
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On Palm Sunday, 1 April 1849, Bakunin heard Wagner conducting a general 
rehearsal of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony: ‘He came up to me unabashedly in 
the orchestra’, Wagner wrote, ‘in order to call out to me that, if all music were 
to be lost in the coming world conflagration, we should risk our own lives to 
preserve this symphony.’ 


In My Life, Wagner was to recall the tremendous impression Bakunin made 
on him: 


Everything about him was on a colossal scale, and he had a strength 
suggestive of primitive exuberance... At ease when stretched out on 
[Réckel’s] sofa, he could hold forth before a motley group of people 
on the issues of revolution... 


“The annihilation of all civilization’ was the objective on which he 
had set his heart... It was necessary, he said, to picture the whole 
European world, with Petersburg, Paris, and London, transformed 
into a pile of rubble... The builders of the new world would turn up 
of their own accord; we had to worry only where to find the power to 
destroy... 


At the same time, Wagner noted that Bakunin was a ‘truly likeable and sensitive 
person’. While preaching horrendous theories of world conflagration, ‘he not- 
iced that my eyes were troubling me as a result of the bright light, and despite 
my protests, held his hand before it to shield me for a full hour.’ Wagner often 
took Bakunin along on his daily walk and more than once invited him to his 
house for supper. On one occasion, Bakunin made the composer sing and play 
for him the first scenes of The Flying Dutchman and, after listening ‘more atten- 
tively than anyone else had ever done, he exclaimed “That is terribly beauti- 
full” 

Yet he rejected all Wagner’s attempts ‘to acquaint him with my artistic plans 
more closely. He was not interested in my Nibelung project.’ Nor did he want 
to hear anything about Wagner’s conception of the ideal theatre of the future. 

Wagner felt drawn to this ‘prodigious man’ who, in his view, combined ‘the 
purest humanitarian idealism with a savagery utterly inimical to all cultures.’ 
He summed up his relationship with him as ‘fluctuating between instinctive 
horror and irresistible attraction’.* It was not only Bakunin’s interest in music 
that drew the two together. As conductor of Dresden’s Royal Court Orchestra, 
Wagner, chafing at his dependence on the King’s patronage, had for the past 
two years been agitating for a reform that would free the theatre of the court’s 
control, Between 1848 and 1850 he completed the preliminary prose sketch for 
all four parts of the Ring of the Nibelung, thus, like Marx in The Communist 


1101 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


Manifesto, prefiguring his life’s work over the next quarter-century. During the 
same short span of time, he also published 4 essays, in one of which, not unlike 
Marx in the Manifesto, he fashioned his own type of war machine: Gesamtkunst- 
werk der Zukunft (The Total Art-Work of the Future). 

Bakunin’s talk of ‘fire and destruction’ found a ready listener in Wagner, who 
was to come up with the idea of reforming not only the theatre but the whole 
outmoded society which acclaimed Meyerbeer’s operas by means of a ‘world- 
destroying, world-redeeming? fire cure. 

At news of the February revolution in Paris, Wagner had become involved in 
politics. Even before meeting Bakunin, he had written unsigned subversive arti- 
cles and caused a public scandal by wondering aloud — in a lecture to a democra- 
tic society — whether ‘the perfection of social and political conditions’ could not 
be best achieved if the King ‘would recognize it as being in his own best inter- 
ests to establish a truly republican form of government,’ and get rid of his court 
officials. 

Before Réckel fled Dresden, Wagner had promised him to continue the pub- 
lication of the Volksblatt, and when the Dresden rising began, he took part in it 
all the more zealously as he knew that his position as royal Kappelmeister had 
become untenable. 

On 3 May angry crowds in Dresden — outraged at the King of Saxony’s dis- 
solution of the Diet and his appeal to Prussia for military help — tried to storm 
the city arsenal to arm themselves against the expected Prussian ‘invaders’. 
Although 6 civilians and one officer were killed in the attempt, and more 
wounded, Bakunin did not take seriously the bourgeois restiveness which had 
been building up in Saxony since the beginning of the week. On that day he was 
actually about to leave Dresden for Malta with a Greek-Rumanian friend, 
Prince Ghika. Opinions differ as to whether he decided not to leave because he 
lacked the money for the fare or because of the influence of friends, who had a 
‘hard time persuading him to stay’. 

It was only on Friday the 4th, after the King had fled and a Provisional Gov- 
ernment had been formed, that Bakunin decided ‘the movement’ had become a 
revolution. Wagner was on his way to the revolutionary headquarters at the 
Town Hall when he met Bakunin ‘wandering elegantly in a black dress coat’ 
among the barricades. Wagner’s active role in the revolution had started with 
his climbing to the steeple of the Kreuz Church, a practice he repeated daily, 
not only for the ‘sensation of vast delight’ at the splendid view and ‘the combi- 
nation of bells and cannon’, but in order to survey the gun emplacements. On 
one occasion he signed an order for hand-grenades and eventually he induced 
the printer of Réckel’s abandoned Volksblatt to produce posters exhorting the 
populace and the Saxon soldiers to oppose the ‘foreign’ Prussian troops. Since 
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this was to result in a warrant for his arrest for treason, a charge punishable by 
death, Wagner was to write in his autobiography that ‘nobody paid any atten- 
tion to these posters’ — which were actually distributed to all the barricades — 
‘save the people who subsequently denounced me’; and he otherwise belittled 
his presence at most revolutionary meetings by writing that he attended them 
simply as an ‘observer’ or an ‘impassioned spectator at a play’. 

Actually, on that Friday, at the Town Hall, Wagner took Bakunin into the 
inner councils of the Provisional Government formed by three members of the 
Saxon Chamber of Deputies, K.G. Todt, S.E. Tzschirmer and Otto Heubner 
(who was also a member of the Frankfurt National Assembly). The three were 
at a loss what to do. They had been negotiating a truce with members of the 
Saxon government, who, knowing that Saxon and Prussian troops were on the 
way, insisted that they and all rebels surrender with their weapons, dismantle 
the barricades and accept other humiliating terms. 

Bakunin told the three ‘democratic’ but inexperienced leaders of the insur- 
rection that if they wished to avoid a massacre by the approaching Prussian and 
Saxon troops, they must organize a fighting force and take the offensive. Fol- 
lowing his criticism of the amateurish barricades he had seen, the city engineer 
was sent to reinforce them according to his instructions. 

By noon on the sth, according to Todt’s later testimony, Bakunin, having no 
confidence in the military commander of the rebels — a mercenary ex-colonel in 
the Greek army named Heinze — had brought in two Polish military advisers, 
Heltman and Kryzanowski. Establishing his headquarters in the Council 
Chamber of the Town Hall, ‘separated behind a fire screen from the rest of the 
group’, he took over the command of the revolution in practice, if not in name. 
Although this inevitably led to friction with Heinze — whom he later accused of 
treason for sending him only 50 men instead of the 300 he had requested for a 
renewed attempt to capture the arsenal — all accounts agree that during the 
fierce street fighting that began that night with the arrival of the Prussians, 
Bakunin behaved with exemplary bravery. On Sunday, the insurgents set fire to 
Dresden’s Opera House. Bakunin’s two Polish military advisers fled. When 
Heubner’s two colleagues in the Provisional Government likewise took to their 
heels, Bakunin went with Heubner to the scene of the fiercest fighting and 
exhorted the volunteers who had abandoned a barricade or two to retake them. 

According to Wagner, Bakunin ‘distributed advice in every direction with 
remarkable sang froid.’ Even Marx, no friend of Bakunin, was to write that, 
while ‘the shopkeepers of Dresden’ refused to fight, the rebels ‘found a capable 
and cool-headed leader in the Russian Michael Bakunin.’ As for the reasons 
why he threw himself into a revolution in which he did not believe, he told 
Wagner that he could not abandon the poor ‘noble’ Heubner to face the music 


1103 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


alone, but also that he hoped to use Dresden as a springboard for his Bohemian 
revolution. He is said, in fact, to have obtained a secret promise from the Provi- 
sional Government that, if the revolt was victorious, they would support his pet 
scheme. 

On 7-8 May, in fierce house-to-house fighting, the Prussians prevailed. Heinze 
was taken prisoner. Other rebels were shot and thrown into the Elbe. Early on 
the gth it was all over. The rebels had lost 250 killed and 400 wounded; of the 
soldiers, over 100 were dead and another 200 injured. The Provisional Govern- 
ment ordered a general retreat to Freiberg, Heubner’s home town some 25 km. 
away. 

On Tuesday, at the height of the fighting, Wagner had fled from the centre of 
Dresden to his home in the remote suburb Friedrichstadt. In My Life he was to 
claim that he made great efforts to return to the barricades, but he was actually 
in a hurry to pack up house and get away. 

On Wednesday morning, Heubner and Bakunin, on their way to Freiberg, 
met Wagner in a carriage with his wife, their parrot and his dog Peps. In unclear 
circumstances, which may have been due to the confusion of various militias 
moving this way and that, Wagner got the wrong impression that the Civil 
Guard of Chemnitz had been on its way to help the Dresden insurrection but 
had withdrawn upon hearing that Dresden was lost. Switching carriages to join 
Heubner and Bakunin on the ride to Freiberg, he told them this, adding that 
the workers of industrial Chemnitz were sure to supply them with enthusiastic 
reinforcements for continuing the revolution. 

At Freiberg a brief conference took place. Heubner, who was anxious not to 
expose his battered revolutionary force to new calamities, asked Bakunin for 
his political views and his opinion on whether or not to give up what might be 
a hopeless fight. Bakunin answered that he opposed all forms of government, 
and would not risk his life for any of them. As for the second question, he said 
that, having gone so far, and after so many lives had been sacrificed, they must 
go on ‘even if only the two of them were to be left’, to save at least their honour; 
otherwise no person would in future have any faith in a revolution. 

After a short rest at Freiberg, Heubner and Bakunin, neither of whom had 
enjoyed a single night’s sleep for a week, left for Chemnitz. Relying on Wag- 
ner’s information, Heubner meant to establish the Provisional Government 
there with the support of the local populace and ‘the many contingents of vol- 
unteers purportedly streaming in from all directions’, as Wagner disingenu- 
ously put it later. Arriving at Chemnitz on the night of 9 May, Heubner and 
Bakunin were surprised to find no sign or sound of revolution and collapsed 
exhausted on their beds in a hotel. In the early morning hours, they were 
arrested by the local authorities in the name of the Government of Saxony. 
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‘Instead of the expected help’, Bakunin wrote in his Confession, ‘we found 
treason: the reactionary citizens arrested us in our beds during the night.” 

Wagner had prudently left with his wife for Weimar, where he stayed with 
his friend Liszt. Soon he heard from Dresden that his house had been searched 
and on 16 May a warrant was issued for his arrest. Fearing that the Weimar 
authorities would extradite him, he obtained some money from Liszt and, 
equipped with a false passport, made his way to Switzerland. After a short 
while he decided to try his luck in Paris. Arriving there on 2 June, during the 
siege of cholera, he wrote that ‘eight days in Paris were enough to convince me 
of the revolting worthlessness of the Paris Opéra and the whole art business 
here.’ Liszt sent him money for the return fare, and by 6 July Wagner was back 
in Zürich. Banned from Germany, he was to spend the next 11 years in exile. 

Todt and Tzschirmer, who had defected from the Dresden Provisional Gov- 
ernment, likewise fled to Switzerland. (Todt died there in 1852, and Tzschirmer 
returned to Germany after the 1865 amnesty.) Heubner, who together with 
Bakunin had been shunted for weeks from one prison to another before they 
were brought to Königstein on the night of 28-29 August, was to pay heavily for 
having ‘nobly’ followed Bakunin’s advice to stay and fight to the end. The third 
prisoner, Röckel, had returned to Dresden just before the fall of the city and was 
captured separately. 

The fact that Bakunin had risked his neck for a cause not his own was to 
make him the hero of many legends. One concerned the burning of Dresden’s 
Opera House, which was attributed by the Prussians to the inspiration of the 
‘barbarian’ Bakunin, although there is no evidence that he had anything to do 
with it. Another was the famous story spread by Wagner, among others, to the 
effect that when it became clear that the battle was lost Bakunin proposed to the 
surviving rebels to blow up their command-post in the Town Hall with them- 
selves in it. There is no concrete proof that Bakunin ever contemplated this sui- 
cidal action. 

But the fact that he, as well as Heubner and Röckel, were found guilty and 
sentenced to death in January 1850; the cruel touch which accompanied the 
Saxon King’s clemency in commuting their sentences to life imprisonment 
without their being told; the drama of 12-13 June, when Bakunin, rudely awak- 
ened during the night and driven away, thought he was being taken to his exe- 
cution only to find himself incarcerated next evening in the Hradcin citadel of 
Austrian-controlled Prague; the fact that Austria and Russia subsequently vied 
with one another in demanding his surrender from the Saxons but in a secret 
deal decided that each should punish him in its turn; the mooted plot by 
Russian Carbonari to rescue him from the Hradcin which caused his transfer in 
a panic to the fortress town of Olmiitz, where he was fettered and chained to the 
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wall of his cell — all this made Bakunin a figure larger than life to both his 
enemies and his sympathizers. ‘Rumours mated and multiplied, compounding 
themselves into fictions... [Bakunin’s] promethean fantasy, until now propa- 
gated mainly through his own violent declarations, was becoming a “reality”, 
first in the press, then to the world, and, finally, for history.’” 

This helps to explain the tranquil, almost resigned mood with which he bore 
his lot. ‘Sick of life’ when he had rushed towards his ‘demise’ at Dresden in 
spite of foresecing it (as he was to confess to the Tsar), and sticking it out to the 
end because it would have been disgraceful to run away, he had been captured 
in a state of physical and mental exhaustion. But now that he had saved his 
honour and proved for all the world to see that he had never been a Tsarist 
agent, he was at peace with himself. The tension between the two sides of his 
personality, the one that demanded that he assert his manhood by means of 
power and destruction and the other that always called him to retreat passively 
into the sanctum of his ‘bright inner world’ whenever things in the real external 
world went badly, suddenly abated. 

A strange calm bordering on indifference came over him, to the point where 
he at first refused to help Otto, his Saxon-appointed lawyer, to prepare his 
defence and then was so laggard about it that Otto wrote it by himself. ‘I am 
well and tranquil. I study mathematics a lot and am reading Shakespeare now 
and study English,’ Bakunin wrote from Königstein to Ruge and others, stress- 
ing that he was being treated ‘extremely humanely... Thanks to several friends, 
I have here almost everything that one could desire, within reasonable limits — a 
comfortable room, books, cigars.” 

The books, cigars, as well as money, were sent to him by his friend Reichel 
and Reichel’s sister Mathilda, by Herzen and Emma Herwegh. Bakunin was 
allowed to correspond with them and also received gifts from anonymous 
German democrats. But he was not allowed to receive newspapers published 
since his arrest and when taken out for exercise he was chained to two soldiers. 

But this was nothing compared to the hardships he suffered from June 1850 
to May 1851 in Prague and in the Olmiitz fortress in Moravia. Austria had a 
long account to settle with him, for in his Appeal to the Slavs he had publicly 
called for its destruction, and Gustav Straka, whom he had sent to Prague to 
foment revolution, was now a prisoner in the same block of the converted St 
George monastery on the Hradcin hill. Bakunin was treated like one of 
Europe’s most dangerous conspirators, which may have flattered his ego, but 
meant in practice that he was denied legal representation, forbidden to send or 
receive mail, and no longer allowed into the open air; for exercise he was walked 
up and down a corridor flanked by 6 soldiers, and every 15 minutes, night and 
day, a guard looked into his cell through the peep-hole. 
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Providentially, some time during the 9 months of this regime, Captain Franz, 
the officer in charge of his case, took pity on him and conducted his correspon- 
dence for him. Herzen, Herwegh, and some German democrats, including his 
former lawyer Otto, continued to send him money. As his clothes had remained 
in Dresden, he was in rags, but he spent most of the money on expensive math- 
ematics books and only the rest on a new night-shirt and some desperately 
needed food, for the prison rations always left him hungry. Cut off from the 
world, Bakunin, who had known periods of depression when lonely and iso- 
lated in less adverse situations, showed his spirit and a spark of dignity at 
Olmiitz, where, when not chained to the wall, he was subjected to intensive 
interrogation. Tried by a military court, he insisted that he would only answer 
questions ‘by the officer conducting the inquiry’, and that no compulsion would 
make him break the silence if the officer were changed. 

The trial was in fact no more than a ritual. On 15 May 1851, he was found 
guilty of high treason and sentenced to be hanged. This second death sentence, 
unlike the first, was promptly commuted to life imprisonment on the same day. 
By nightfall he had been reduced to a physical wreck, was placed on a special 
train and dispatched towards the fate worse than death that he had feared 
throughout most of his imprisonment: the train from Olmiitz was headed for 
the Russian frontier, where he was to be handed over to the Cossacks of the 
hawk, Tsar Nicholas I. 

In the early hours of 17 May, a little over two years after the Dresden revolt, 
his Austrian fetters were removed. Bakunin jocularly asked if he could keep 
them as a souvenir but the Austrian guards refused to hand over their imperial 
government’s property. The Russians replaced them with heavier fetters of 
their own. A detachment of 20 Cossacks and 8 gendarmes then took him by 
road to St Petersburg. Having been away from Russia for 11 years, the spiritu- 
ally exhausted man was almost relieved to be back on his native soil, among 
people who spoke his language. 

A week later, he found himself in a cell of the notorious Peter-and-Paul fort- 
ress, across the Neva from the Tsar’s palace. In Russia he faced no further trial 
or a third sentence to the gallows, for as early as 1844 he had been sentenced in 
contumaciam to hard labour in Siberia for an indefinite period to be determined 
by the Tsar. He was thus at the mercy of the despot whom he had declared to 
be his and Europe’s chief enemy. Since the days of Peter the Great, many a 
Russian had been hanged or tortured to death without trial within the mute 
precincts of the Peter-and-Paul fortress, and Bakunin had reason to expect the 
worst. 

He was all the more surprised when, in July, Count Orlov appeared in his cell 
with a message from Nicholas I assuring him that his life was not in danger and 
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urging him to confess his sins to His Majesty, not as a criminal but as if he were 
writing to a spiritual father-confessor. The result was Bakunin’s Confession, an 
extraordinary document to be published only after the Bolshevik Revolution. 
The Tsar, having shown the same paternalism with which he had extracted 
penitence from the Decembrist rebels and with the same result, read it with 
interest, but made a note in the margin saying that this intelligent but ‘danger- 
ous young man must be kept shut up’. Then he laid the document aside for the 
attention of the next tsar. As a result, Bakunin was to languish for three years in 
the fortress, where the wall of each cell, as later described by Kropotkin, was 
covered with painted felt and ‘five inches of rough linen and yellow printed 
paper’ held by an iron-wire net, making for a kind of double wall ‘to prevent the 
prisoners from speaking with one another by means of taps on the wall.’? 

In 1854, on the eve of the Crimean War, he was transferred from this ‘silent 
grave’ and shut up in the Schliisselberg fortress. Although Nicholas I died in 
1855, Bakunin was kept there for another two years, under the more liberal 
Alexander II, and then sent into exile for an indefinite period in eastern Siberia. 
There, he might well have been forgotten among the Tatars had he not, with 
extraordinary resourcefulness, outwitted the Tsarist empire with all its supervi- 


sory machinery, and made a sensational escape. 


In London in the spring of 1850, Marx and his family had been brutally evicted 
from their Chelsea flat. As Jenny wrote to Weydemeyer on 20 May, little Guido- 
Féxchen was sucking her chafed and bleeding breast when the landlady came in 
and demanded the rent they owed her: 


As we did not have the money... two bailiffs came and sequestrated all 
my few possessions ~ linen, beds, clothes — everything, even my poor 
child’s cradle. They threatened to take everything away in two hours. 
I would then have to lie on the bare floor with my freezing children 
and my bad breast. Our friend Schramm, hurrying to town to find 
help, got into a cab but the horses bolted and he jumped out and was 
brought bleeding back to the house... 


Finally a friend helped us. He paid our rent and I hastily sold all my 
beds to pay the chemist, the baker, the butcher and the milkman who 
suddenly besieged me with their bills. 


The Marxes went to a hotel for refugees in Leicester Street, where they stayed 
until April. Between then and the end of the year, they moved twice again, first 
to a small two-room flat at 64 Dean Street and then to a slightly larger but 
equally squalid one at No. 28 in the same street in Soho. 
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They were to spend the next 6 increasingly wretched years in that area. In 
the autumn of 1850 Engels, realizing that he must work for a living, took a 
junior position in the Manchester office of his father’s textile firm. For the next 
14 years, before the death of his father was to make hima rich man, he earned 
only around £200 a year. Living a double life as a Communist and a gentleman- 
merchant maintaining his bachelor apartment and a separate household for his 
mistress, as well as a horse in a private stable, he was in no position to send 
Marx more than £1 or £2 from time to time during the financial crises and 
blows of fate that descended on Karl and Jenny Marx year after year. 

On 19 November, a few days after Engels’s move to Manchester, the child 
Guido died suddenly of a convulsive fit. Jenny, who was 6 months pregnant, was 
devastated, particularly as the sickly infant had known hardly a happy moment 
during his short life and had ‘always been between life and death’. Two years 
later, Jenny was still blaming the litle angel’s death on his drinking only ‘tor- 
ment and sorrow and cares from my breast’.'° 

Shortly before Guido’s death, Marx had asked Weydemeyer to sell his wife’s 
silver after redeeming it from the pawnbroker and send him the money. On 
8 January 1851 Engels sent Marx £1 to pay the overdue rent, but Marx was now 
so desperate for money that in March — while engaged in studying the subject 
of money and currency at the British Museum — he drew an unauthorized bill 
on his mother in Trier. On 28 March, Jenny gave birth to her fifth child, Franz- 
iska. At the same time Lenchen Demuth, the devoted maid and factotum of the 
Marx household, was secretly pregnant, ‘mysteriously’ so, as Marx himself 
used the word when on 31 March he wrote Engels that there was a certain 
‘mystére’ he was going to explain to him in a subsequent letter. 

In the event, Marx travelled to Manchester, where on 20 April he confessed 
to Engels that he was about to become the father of another child. Indeed, on 
23 June, less than three months after Jenny was delivered of Franziska, Len- 
chen was giving birth to an illegitimate son of his. In all the misery about him, 
and perhaps as a distraction from it, Marx — who described himself to Engels as 
a ‘strong-loined paterfamilias’ — had sired this child while Jenny was pregnant. 

At the time, Jenny was nearly 38, Marx was 34, and Lenchen 28. 

By a secret arrangement concluded with Engels during Marx’s 6-day April 
visit to Manchester, the paternity of the boy, Henry Frederick Demuth, was not 
recorded on the birth certificate. The baby was quickly removed from its 
mother in Dean Street and passed off as the bastard son of Engels, the debonair 
bachelor, who assumed all expenses and responsibility for him. Placed in the 
care of a coachman’s family and never told who his father was, Frederick or 
‘Freddy’ Demuth was given a minimum education. He became a common 
labourer, and eventually a skilled ‘engineering worker’ in Hackney. 
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Marx had to keep the secret of his adultery not only to save his marriage but 
to avoid being confronted with a passage in The Communist Manifesto in which, 
sarcastically debunking ‘the bourgeois claptrap’ about family mores, children, 
love and the sanctity of marriage, he had written, ‘Our bourgeois, not content 
with having the wives and daughters of their proletarians at their disposal.,... 
take the greatest pleasure in seducing each other’s wives.’ Finding no other way 
to avoid accusations of hypocrisy, he resorted to a common Victorian cover-up. 

Jenny is said not to have known of Karl’s adultery."' In her Reminiscences, how- 
ever, she was to write: ‘In the early summer of 1851 an event occurred that I do 
not wish to relate here in detail, although it greatly increased our worries, both 
personal and others.’ But whether she knew or not, Marx himself, 5 weeks after 
the ‘event’, suggested that an atmosphere of hysteria had turned his domestic life 


into hell: 


Everything at home is in a constant stage of siege. The outbreaks of 
tears night after night try my nerves and drive me mad. Naturally I 
cannot do much work. I am sorry for my wife. The main burden falls 
on her, and au fond she is right. T! faut que l'industrie soit plus produc- 
tive que le mariage [Industry must be more productive than mar- 
riage]. Despite all this, you will recall that I am by nature très peu 
endurant [very impatient] and even quelque peu dur [a little hard] so 
that from time to time I lose my equanimity. '? 


The next year turned out to be even worse. In February 1851 Marx was con- 
fined to his home because he had pawned his winter coat. At Easter little Franz- 
iska came down with severe bronchitis. Three days later she died. Like Guido, 
she was just a little over one year old. Because there was not a farthing in the 
house her funeral was delayed while a desperate Jenny ran around begging for 
help, until a friendly French refugee gave her £2 for a coffin. 

Jenny was to survive the tragedy of Franziska’s death and more births 
and deaths that succeeded each other in the continually impecunious Marx 
household. During these wretched years, Marx, in the act of pawning Jenny’s 
Argylls’ silver, suffered the embarrassment of being detained by the police on 
suspicion of having stolen it; and on another occasion, when Jenny was danger- 
ously ill, they did not call a doctor because they had not paid his previous bills. 

In January 1855 Jenny gave birth to a daughter, Eleanor, but three months 
later they were to bury 8-year-old Edgar, the third of their children to die. The 
loss of the only son he ever acknowledged affected Marx to the point where he 
confessed to Engels in English that he was ‘broken down’. Some 4 months later, 
he would write to Lassalle: ‘Bacon says that really important people have so 
many relationships to nature and the world, so many objects of interest, that 
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they easily get over any loss. I do not belong to these important people. The 
death of my child has deeply shattered my heart and brain, and I feel the loss as 
freshly as on the first day,’ 

In May 1856 Jenny inherited £156 from a deceased uncle in Scotland. In the 
summer, while she was visiting Trier with her three surviving daughters, Jenny- 
chen, Laura and the 18-months-old Eleanor, her ill mother died, leaving her 
another £120. Following this double windfall, the Marxes moved in October 
1856 from unhealthy Soho to a small rented house in the airier district of London 
near Maitland Park, not far from Hampstead Heath. Redeeming all the linen and 
other small remains of the Argyll side of her ancestry from the pawn shop, Jenny 
once again ‘had the pleasure of counting the old Scottish damask napkins.’ 

One would have thought that £270 pounds at that period would last the 
Marxes for a year, but Jenny’s pleasure was short-lived. ‘One article after 
another’, she was to write, ‘soon had to go back to the pop-house.’ They now 
lived more comfortably, but what with paying off old debts, buying some furni- 
ture and the cost of educating Jennychen and Laura, Marx was having difficul- 
ties as early as January 1857 paying the rent, and was intimating to Engels that 
he was actually ‘in a more desperate situation than five years ago. I thought I 
had swallowed the quintessence of muck. Mais non. The worst thing is that this 
crisis is not temporary.’"4 

An ailing and emaciated Jenny, exhausted by grief, worries and 7 pregnan- 
cies — the seventh ended in a miscarriage — was by then reduced to a physical 
and mental wreck. Paradoxically, the brainy Marx, who was later to state that 
‘the way men produce their means of subsistence conditions their whole 
social, political and intellectual life’, wrote in the above letter that he had 
‘absolutely no idea’ how to cope with his own new domestic crisis. Marx felt 
for Jenny and gave her all the love he was capable of. He doted on his three 
bright daughters. Jenny, for her part, while copying his manuscripts and 
acting as his secretary until Eleanor at 17 or 18 took over, then and later was 
tortured by the fact that Karl, ‘the prop of my life’, had to suffer so much 
from petty worries. 

During these unsettling years, Marx developed the first symptoms of the 
lung congestion, liver inflammation, hemorrhoids and painful furuncles and 

carbuncles which were to become chronic and to plague him throughout the 
long years he was eventually to spend on the writing of Das Kapital. Remark- 
ably, though, between 1850 and 1856, while often unable to work, either because 
of Jenny’s ‘nervous excitement’ or his own physical afflictions — and raging at 
the world and subconsciously at himself for the ‘shameful’ conditions of their 
lives — Marx produced his famous pamphlet The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis 
Bonaparte; wrote a couple of hundred articles on current affairs for the New- 
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York Daily Tribune (some of them actually written by Engels in his name, while 
some of Marx’s own were published by the paper as leaders) and more than 100 
for the Neue Oder-Zeitung; spent long days at the British Museum researching, 
and at home late hours at night collating, the material that was to go into the 
800-page manuscript of his Critique of Political Economy. 

At the same time he also achieved his greatest literary success with a series of 
6 articles on Lord Palmerston. In May 1855 the London publisher E. Tucker 
brought out one of these sensational articles — in which he accused the British 
statesman of being an ‘agent’ of Russian absolutism — as a pamphlet in Tucker’s 
Political Fly-sheets, which sold 15,000 copies and then went into a second 
edition. At the beginning of 1856, the whole series on Palmerston, which had 
originally appeared three years earlier in the New-York Daily Tribune and in 
London’s People’s Paper, was reprinted in London’s Free Press and also issued 
as a separate pamphlet. 

But Marx saw not a penny from these publications. He did not know, and 
seemed not to want to know, how to make money. “The writer must earn money 
in order to be able to live and write, but he must by no means live and write for 
the purpose of making money,’ he had declared in his youth. ‘His works are 
ends in themselves; so little are they a means either for himself or for others 
that, if necessary, he sacrifices his own existence to their existence...’ 

Captive to this principle, Marx never once thought of taking any kind of 
regular job. As early as in 1851, he had expressed his fear that if their endless 
and ruinous worries about making ends meet continued, ‘it will be the end of 
my wife."’3 When Jenny was in her early sos, Marx wrote Engels three letters 
saying, though not in this order, (a) ‘My wife has for years absolutely lost her 
temper [in English]. She is taking out her miseries, irritations and bad humour 
on the children and is torturing them to death.’; (b) ‘She is very unwell and 
completely deaf’; (c) ‘My wife’s nerves are very affected and I fear that things 
may take a bad end.” 

And so it was to be. In 1864, when Marx received the final instalment of his 
inheritance upon his mother’s death, as well as a bounty of £800 bequeathed 
to him by his friend Wilhelm Wolff, his family was for the first time relieved 
of financial debts and worries. Nonetheless, the cumulative effect of 20 years of 
unremitting privation, frequent illnesses, 7 pregnancies, the prostration of 
seeing three of her children die in a row — and of her continual disappointment 
at never, until her death in 1881, seeing her husband’s indefatigable ‘struggle’ 
for the poor and weak crowned with any substantial success — took a heavy toll 
of Jenny’s physical and mental health. An undated letter she sent to Marx 
while he was in Manchester, some time before Engels moved to London in the 
1870s, reveals the state of neurosis and melancholy to which she was some- 
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times reduced: ‘Meanwhile I sit here and go to pieces. Karl, it is now at its 
worst pitch... I sit here and almost weep my eyes out and can find no help. My 
head is disintegrating. For 8 days I have kept my strength and now I can no 
longer...’*7 

‘When I see the sufferings of my wife and my own powerlessness,’ Marx had 
written as early as 1852, ‘I could rush into the devil’s claws." 

Marx’s love for his three daughters, whom he entertained with endless 
games, stories and romps on picnics, has been called ‘the most luminous feat- 
ure’ of his otherwise irascible and domineering character. But, determined as 
he was ‘not to allow bourgeois society to turn me into a money-making mach- 
ine’, but to ‘follow my goal through thick and thin’,"? he endured every trial, 
rage and frustration, and went on with his life’s work. 


In Paris in 1855, Heinrich Heine was at the height of his fame, but no 
longer able to hold even the telescope through which, from a high, awninged 
balcony, he had been watching the carriages and the ladies in crinoline passing 
along the Champs-Elysées. 

His latest book of poems and ballads, Romanzero, published by Campe in 
Hamburg, had sold 20,000 copies in 4 months. As if to make up for his cruel 
three-year-long silence, Campe — after visiting Heine in 1851 and finding that 
he was as ill as he had claimed — had done this great cycle of poetry proud by 
issuing it with ‘the first illustrated book jacket’ in the history of print. It had 
since been followed by a new edition of Heine’s Religion and Philosophy in 
Germany, by his collected political reportage in Lutezia and by Poems 1853 
and 1854. 

His youthful Buch der Lieder was the first European book to be published in 
Japan, and with the songs in it constantly reprinted and set to music, Heine 
was well aware of his future place in German thought and literature, though 
he did not dream that he would become, as Barker Fairley put it in modern 
terms, ‘possibly the greatest hit in the history of lyrical poetry.’ 

Admiring letters poured in from all over the world, but he was like a man 
presented with pots of glory when he could literally not hold a spoon. Since his 
collapse in front of the Venus de Milo in 1848, he had been dying a slow death, 
incurable but miraculously alive in spirit on his legendary ‘mattress-grave’, the 
two mattresses on the floor on which he preferred to lie — first in the rue d’Ams- 
terdam and since November 1854 on the fifth floor at 3 avenue Matignon, near 
the Champs-Elysées — rather than on his bed, because he could more easily 
reach the papers and books spread about him. And from the floor his broad- 
shouldered mulatto nurse would carry him to his bath or to an armchair when 
he dictated to a secretary or received visitors. 
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While the Austrian Emperor now ruled half of Europe more autocratically 
than Metternich ever had, his eccentric young wife, the Empress Elisabeth, 
swooned over Heine’s bitter-sweet songs. German workers sang his politica] 
ditties at secret meetings and on one occasion a men’s choir from Cologne, on a 
concert tour of Paris, came to sing for him settings of his poems. 

But Heine, lying ‘moribund’ for more than 7 years now, sustained only by 

that irony which made him call himself ‘the first mortal to be both dead and 
alive’ and condemned by the high expenses of his medication to earn his liv- 
ing ‘on his deathbed’, was more concerned with the great ultimate questions. 
With the monotony of his life during these years interrupted only by Berlioz, 
Caroline Jaubert, Princess Belgiojoso, Béranger, Gautier, Laube, Fanny Lewald 
and other selected visitors whom Mathilde admitted to his presence from a 
stream of curiosity-seekers, he had ample time to wrestle with them; and they 
plagued him at night when his mind floated, as it were, over his immobilized 
body. - 
With Immanuel H. von Fichte, a son of the great philosopher and himself a 
professor of philosophy, he had long discussions about the immortality of the 
soul. The Princess Belgiojoso, returned from a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, 
brought him her personal confessor, Father Caron, in an attempt to convert 
him to Catholicism and save him from hell. Heine’s response was that he 
believed in no dogma or ritual and that, born as both a Jew and a poet, he 
needed no intermediary with God. In fact, the cosmopolitan Heine had in 1850, 
in a letter to Laube, acknowledged a ‘personal God who exists outside Nature 
and man’s mind.’ 

Questioned the same year about his return to Judaism, Heine said to the wri- 
ter Ludwig Kalish, ‘I have not returned to it, since I never left it.... I found my 
way to God through neither the church nor the synagogue. I introduced myself 
to Him and was well received. He has cured my soul. I wish he could have done 
the same for my body.’ 

Next, the poet who had moved on ‘all the dancing-floors of philosophy’, 
repudiated his allegiance to Hegel — whose ‘cobwebby dialectic couldn’t lure a 
dog from the hearth, it couldn’t kill a cat, how much less a God??° — and hence- 
forth, in prose and in verse, he argued with God, sometimes accusing ‘the great 
Author of the universe’ of treating him with sheer malice, while acknowledging 
with mock-humility that the ‘Aristophanes of the Heavens’ was a superior 
satirist than he was himself when it came to jesting on a colossal scale. 

Flatly denying that his ‘return’ to God was due to a weakened brain, but 
claiming on the contrary that suffering had sharpened his understanding of 
the needs of the individual in a complex world, Heine simply explained in his 
1854 Confessions that he had found solace in the old Bible which the Jews had 
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saved out of the Roman destruction and carried ‘like a portable homeland’ 
through the darkest ages: ‘What a book! as great and as wise as the world... It is 
the book of books...’ 

Admitting that Moses, because of his prohibition of graven images, had 
always struck him as an enemy of the arts, Heine wrote now, two years before 
his death, that what he had failed to see was that Moses the Law-giver was 
‘himself a great artist... He did not fashion his works from baked bricks and 
granite like the Egyptians. He took a poor shepherd tribe and from it he created 
a great immortal, holy people,’ that would outlast the centuries better than any 
monument of bronze or stone.”! 

Describing Moses the Liberator as a revolutionary but practical-minded 
‘Socialist’, Heine observed that at a time when not only the Pharaohs but the 
philosophical Greeks and the whole ancient world justified slavery, he realized 
that he could not wipe it out in one day and sensibly ordered every slave to be 
set free after 6 years. Nor did he reach for the impossible and rashly decree the 
abolition of property — instead, he sought to bring it into accord with morality 
by instituting the jubilee year, when all alienated hereditary land reverted to its 
original owner.” 

Of the Hellenes, whom he had so admired, Heine wrote: ‘I see now that the 
Greeks were only handsome youths, whereas the Jews were always men, un- 
yielding men,’ mature enough to face up to the woes and problems of the 
human condition. In an obvious self-projection, Europe’s emaciated rebel of all 
causes expressed his pride in belonging to a martyred people who had ‘given the 
world a God and a morality’ and fought on the battlefields of the spirit through 
18 centuries of persecution and misery.”3 

Significantly, in his Confessions Heine commended to Marx the story of Neb- 
uchadnezzar, the Babylonian king who ‘fell from the height of his self-conceit 
and ended up crawling like an animal on the ground and eating grass.’ He 
referred to ‘my thick-headed friend Marx’, and called him a ‘godless self- 
god’.74 As S.S. Prawer has remarked, “There is irony here of course, but no sug- 
gestion that the word “friend” is anything but sincere.’ But Heine was too 
complex a personality — ‘complex beyond analysis, the best personification of 
the jagged modern soul, torn with unanswered questions’*> — to accept any 
dogmas like Marx’s or to see things in black and white. 

In 1854 Campe published the articles Heine had written in Paris during the 
1840s. In the dedication to this two-volume collection titled Lutezia, Heine 
wrote that, although these articles had stopped before the February 1848 revo- 
lution, they had predicted that ‘catastrophe with the prophetic pain suffusing 
the old heroic saga’ of the Trojan War, ‘where the fire destroying Troy does not 
constitute the finale, but is heard mysteriously crackling in every verse. I have 
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not described the tempest but the darkly approaching weather clouds carrying 
it in their bosom.’?° 

But in 1842 Heine had not only forecast the Franco-Prussian war 30 years 
before it happened; he described it as merely a prelude to a more fantastic 
drama, that of the class-war that would ultimately lead to ‘a European, nay, a 
world revolution’, whose outcome might be ‘one fatherland embracing the 
earth and only one faith’, with perhaps ‘a single shepherd driving a uniformly 
shorn, unisonously bleating human herd before him with an iron staff!” What- 
ever grim forebodings of totalitarianism Heine had when he spoke of a new 
apocalypse whose writer would have to invent new monsters to depict it, and in 
the same 1842 article warned ‘our grandchildren’ that ‘the future smells of 
Russian leather, of blood, of godlessness, of lashes and much hard whipping’, 
he would not, in the face of the zoth-century horrors of Bolshevism, Fascism, 
Nazism, two World Wars, have had to retract them had he lived today. 

By 1855, when dealing with the ‘terrible syllogism’ presented by Communism 
in the Preface to the French edition of Lutezia (Lutéce, which within a dozen 
years was to go into g editions), Heine was terminally ill and his outlook had, if 
anything, become more pessimistic. With ony a muffled echo of the external 
world reaching him, he was yet lucid enough to discern trends and events and to 
express his dread that utilitarian Communism would end all beauty and destroy 
the achievements of civilization. But he was half-resigned to the prospect that 
the future belonged to Communism for the simple reason that the old society — 
unmindful of ‘the premise that every man has a right to bread’ — deserved to die. 

In mid-June, a young lady came to the avenue Matignon and delivered a 
music score which a Viennese composer had asked her to take to Heine. She was 
about to leave when Heine called from his room and asked her to come in. The 
mystery surrounding the stranger, prim, delicate-looking, 27 years old and 
known chiefly as Camille Selden (the pseudonym under which she later pub- 
lished her memoirs, Les Derniers Jours de H. Heine), was of her own creation. 
Born in Prague, the illegitimate daughter of a Count Nostitz, her name when 
she met Heine was Elise Krinitz (the name of her adoptive parents). Married 
off at 18 to a Frenchman who spent her dowry and then got rid of her by intern- 
ing her under some pretext in a private mental home in London, she lost her 
speech for a while, but recovered and on her release returned to Paris. Some 
time after obtaining a divorce, she met Heine’s friend Alfred Meissner. He gave 
her Heine’s Book of Songs, in which she found solace for her sorrows. Meissner, 
however, knew her only as ‘Margot’. To another friend she was Mlle de Bel- 
gern. But it was as Camille Selden that she later won a niche in literary history 
for the gentle devotion with which she kept Heine’s spirit alive at the end of his 
long struggle with death. 
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On that first visit, she left after a short conversation about Vienna and the 
opera, and promised to return. Heine, who 4 years earlier had written in one of 
the poems in Romanzero, ‘Just one more time Pd like to cherish / A woman’s 
favours ere I perish,’ waited impatiently. 

Discovering that she had left her address on the music score, he sent her a 
letter saying he longed to see her again. Camille Selden replied by messenger 
within a matter of hours. Her letter bore a seal with the image of a fly. ‘La 
Mouche’, as Heine called her from then on, came to him the following day, and 
after that — except for a short visit abroad — daily during his remaining 9 
months. She read to him, looked after his correspondence in lieu of the secre- 
tary he had just dismissed, held his hand and otherwise gave the 58-year-old 
invalid the feeling of savouring love once more. 

‘Our loathing of everything humdrum, conventional and affected, above all, 
our whole-hearted devotion to the cult of the beautiful — these became the spi- 
ritual bonds uniting us,’ she was to write in her memoir of him. Mathilde, for 
once, suppressed her jealousy. Her better instincts told her to tolerate the 
intruder whose presence helped to soothe her husband’s pains, and on a few 
occasions she even sent the nurse to fetch her. ‘La Mouche’, to whom Heine 
addressed 6 poems, in which he called her ‘the passion flower of my lugubrious 
autumn’, was a strange wish-fulfilment and ‘almost fairy tale’ ending to his life. 

Heine died on 17 February 1856. A non-conformist to the end, he had stipu- 
lated that neither a Catholic, nor Protestant, nor Jewish minister officiate at his 
graveside. His last words are said to have been: ‘I must write... paper... pencil.’ 
He died a year before the King of Prussia, who had so often been the butt of his 
satire as the incarnation of all that was wrong-headed in Germany, was forced 
by ‘weakness of the brain’ to hand over the reins to his brother, the King and 
future Emperor Wilhelm I. 

Heine was buried in Montmartre Cemetery. Dumas, Gautier, Baudelaire, 
Mignet and 100 or so friends, not counting Mathilde and ‘La Mouche’, attended 
his funeral. 


In that same year, Herzen in London celebrated his reunion with the poet Oga- 
rev, the boyhood friend with whom, at the time of the execution of the Decem- 
brists in 1825, he had sworn an oath to fight the Tsarist tyranny. The two had 
not met since Herzen’s departure from Russia in 1847. Ogarev had since been 
abandoned by his first wife and came to London with a young woman he had 
married before leaving Russia. 

Herzen had arrived in London in 1852, a short but impressive figure with his 
‘long chestnut hair and beard, smal! luminous eyes... suave manner and intense 
power of irony and wit’, but a grief-stricken man at 40, as he was then. The 
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debacle of the 1848-49 revolutions, whose bloody suppression he had wit- 
nessed in Italy and France, had been capped by the tragedy which was to haunt 
him for the rest of his life — the seduction of his beloved Natalie by Georg Her- 
wegh, with whom he had formed a friendship bordering on intimacy. Destiny 
itself seemed to have struck at Herzen, for the public hurt to his honour, not to 
mention his feelings, caused him by the Natalie-Herwegh affair had been fol- 
lowed by the drowning of his mother and one of his and Natalie’s sons in a 
shipwreck off the French-Italian Riviera, and by Natalie’s death shortly after 
she had returned to him and sent Herwegh packing. 

Barely arrived from Switzerland, with few friends in London, Belinsky dead, 
Ogarev in Russia and Bakunin a prisoner in the Peter-and-Paul fortress, Herzen 
wrote this lament to Arnold Ruge: ‘Happy the men who saved at least their kin, 
I have lost everything... Beaten in my own home, having gone through terrible 
and bitter experiences, I drag myself without aim or occupation from one 
country to another.’?7 

In that same period, however, he started to write the story of his life, an occu- 
pation that was to keep him busy, in between his journalistic activities, for the 
next 15 years and to result in the 4 volumes (in the English version) of his mas- 
terpiece, My Past and Thoughts. Excerpts from it published in London in 1854 
were an immediate success. In 1857 — long before E.H. Carr’s classic account of 
Natalie Herzen’s liaison with Herwegh in The Romantic Exiles was to appear — 
Herzen wrote his emotional but personally unsparing 100-page version of his 
wife’s affair with the German poet, but did not allow its full publication during 
his lifetime. Among the details to be revealed posthumously was an incident 
which had occurred in 1842, shortly after Herzen had been allowed to return to 
Moscow from his latest banishment to Novgorod. 

Coming home late one night, he fell for the temptations of the pretty serf 
girl, Katerina, who opened the door for him. Seized by contrition, he confessed 
his peccadillo to his wife and was surprised by the devastating effect on Natalie: 
‘Her faith in me was shaken, her idol shattered.’ Natalie became a prey to 
melancholy and fell ill. ‘She got over it, but only after she came close to the 
grave.” Herzen also wrote that he and Natalie eventually became ‘wiser and 
sadder’, but the incident marked not only the end of their private dream of oth- 
erworldly love, which on their honeymoon in 1838 had made him cry in a fit of 
ecstasy ‘Christ has risen in Vladimir!’ but was a portent of the future. 

Ogarev had shared the elation of that moment with him. According to 
Annenkoy, it was the soft-souled and incurably Romantic poet who had early 
inculcated in Herzen — and especially in Natalie — the view that educated people 
with independent means had the right to live as they pleased, ‘ignoring the 

moral strictures preached by people unacquainted from birth with the charms 
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and pleasures of complete material independence.’ Before the Herzens went 
abroad, Natalie, between the shoals of reality and domestic life, the death of 
infants and the birth of others, had become bored with the year-long idealistic 
conversations which led to nothing in their Moscow salon. In the intoxicating 
atmosphere of Paris, according to Annenkoy, she blossomed. She not only 
became a genuine Parisienne, but longed ‘to taste the ambrosia of exalted emo- 
tions. which few mortals had tried and which romanticism provides for its faith- 
ful servants.’ In the sophisticated, ingratiating and seductive Herwegh she 
found her ‘dazzling’ Lohengrin, only to recoil at his wanton egoism and to be 
gripped by that ‘intense disgust and remorse for everything that had been done’ 
which ‘led her to her early grave,’?8 

In July 1857 Herzen launched the Russian-language periodical Kolokol 
(The Bell) in London. Edited jointly by him and Ogarey, it quickly became the 
most important Russian publication of its kind abroad, and during the 10 
years of its existence it made Herzen known as one of the most eminent politi- 
cal figures among Russian ‘dissidents’ and revolutionary émigrés driven to 
congregate in the Western capitals after the mid-century. Ogarev, a victim of 
his own ideal of free love, had not only allowed his unfaithful first wife (Maria 
Lvovna) to ruin him financially, but for a time had followed her to Rome to live 
with her and her lover. What happened in London within 6 months of his 
arrival was hardly surprising. His new young wife, Natalie Tuchova, fell pas- 
sionately in love with Herzen. Herzen explained their intimacy to his friend as 
‘a new pledge of our triple union’ and the result was a new domestic triangle, 
with Herzen this time cast in Herwegh’s role. Natalie bore Herzen three chil- 
dren, of whom the gentle and tolerant Ogarev assumed formal paternity. Oga- 
rev, who was sterile and sought solace in women, drink and poetry, eventually 
found a happier love in the arms of an English prostitute whom he picked up 
in a pub and settled down with. 

The remarkable thing is that throughout all of this, and notwithstanding the 
emotional consequences on the three self-romanticizing Russian principals as 
well as on Herzen’s double set of children, Herzen and Ogarev remained devo- 
ted to one another and moved together to Switzerland when The Bell trans- 
ferred its editorial office to Geneva. Having got most of his fortune out of 
Russia, Herzen was able to disseminate his philosophical and political ideas not 
only through The Bell, whose popularity aroused Marx’s envy, but in pamphlets 
and brochures. Upholding individual liberty, the dignity of man and free will 
above all else, Herzen, always a sceptic, took a pessimistic view of the values of 
Western society after the collapse of the 1848 revolutions. 

Sharing none of the current notions about ‘the process of history’, he argued 
that this process was irrational and not marching towards some determined 
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culmination. There was an interaction between events shaping man and man’s 
role in shaping events; but, he wrote, ‘If only people wanted to liberate them- 
selves instead of liberating humanity, how much they would do for the salva- 
tion of the world and the liberation of humanity,’ more than all ‘systems’ and 
dogmas promising an ultimate salvation that would only turn into new tyran- 
nies. He supported every revolutionary cause, but took a dim view of Marx’s 
proletariat as the emancipator of mankind. Like Heine, he felt instinctively 
that ‘Communism will sweep across the world in a violent tempest — dreadful, 
bloody, unjust, swift; in thunder and lightning amid the fire of the burning 
palaces, upon the ruin of factories and public buildings the New Command- 
ments will be enunciated’; but he echoed Heine’s fear of the excesses of this 
new ‘faith’ in the name of which ‘the new barbarians’ sweeping from the ‘gar- 
rets and the cellars’ would at a command from above unleash a cataclysm in 
which the just and the unjust would perish. He predicted that after their 
victory another ‘mortal battle will be joined in which Socialism will occupy the 
place of today’s conservatism and will be overwhelmed in a new revolution as 
yet invisible to us.’ 

Disillusioned by Western bourgeois-capitalist society and the end of the 
1848-49 convulsion in a Walpurgis Night celebrated by the reactionary govern- 
ments forming an ecumenical police force and abolishing ‘safeguards that exist 
even in backward China and Persia’, Herzen was no less disappointed in the 
liberal camp for having ignited hopes for freedom without putting up a real 
fight for its proclaimed ideas. Yet his very pessimism about the future of a 
divided continent, which had yet to solve its social and other problems, led 
Herzen to turn his eyes back to Russia and to think optimistically that this 
backward empire with its ‘terrible present’ might ultimately offer a unique 
solution. 


It was Ferdinand Lassalle who, in 1858, persuaded the reputable Berlin firm of 
Franz Duncker not only to publish Marx’s Critique of Political Economy but to 
offer him the unusually high fee of nearly 200 Thaler, payable in two instal- 
ments. Marx laboured hard to divide his unmanageable 800-page manuscript 
into several books or booklets. In January 1859, when he was ready to send off 
the first part of it for publication under the above title, he had, as usual, ‘not a 
farthing to mail or insure’ his single copy of it, and was forced to apply to 
Engels for £2 before he was able to dispatch it. 

Lassalle had by this time, by dint of his ‘tenacity of will bordering on the 
insane’ (as Heine had characterized it), achieved a position such as Marx could 
only dream of. Fulfilling everything he had promised the Countess Sophie von 
Hatzfeldt when he was 20, he had won her a divorce from her feudal potentate 
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of a husband, and in 1854, after 36 lawsuits spread over 8 years, he had exhaus- 
ted Count Edmund to the point where he agreed to restore to his wife a consid- 
erable portion of their immense joint fortune. 

By the age of 29, rewarded by the Countess with an annual pension of 4,000 
Thaler, Lassalle, besides the satisfaction of victory over Prussia’s aristocracy and 
judicial apparatus, was assured of a comfortable, even luxurious, existence for 
life. He lived with Sophie von Hatzfeldt in Diisseldorf. He had ‘rescued’ her and 
restored her self-esteem, and she — being 20 years older than he — had a moderat- 
ing influence on his fiery temperament. Theirs was to be a unique life-long bond 
based on absolute mutual trust and equal freedom for each partner. At times it 
bore the character of a mother-and-son relationship and for a time, in 1855, it 
became a ménage a trois when George Kindworth, a minor diplomat, and his 
daughter Agnes Denis-Street stayed as house-guests at the Countess’s residence. 
Agnes, who did secretarial work for Lassalle, bore him a daughter, Fernande. 
Lassalle told the Countess he would raise Fernande as ‘a masterpiece of educa- 
tion’, but she died asa baby. 

A prolonged tour of Constantinople, Smyrna, Damascus and other places in 
the Orient that Lassalle undertook in 1856 ended his liaison with Agnes, and he 
and Sophie von Hatzfeldt realized that they could not live without one another. 
But in 1857 — when Lassalle got the King of Prussia to rescind the edict forbid- 
ding him to reside in Berlin — they were forcibly separated because the Queen 
would not have both him and the ‘red Countess’ in the capital at the same time. 
Lassalle had in the meanwhile finished his remarkable study of Heraclitus the 
Obscure, most of which he had written when he was 20. The first volume was 
issued by Duncker in November 1857, the second in 1858. Lassalle’s recon- 
struction from fragments left by the Greek philosopher of his whole system on 
the motion of particles in the universe was a sensational scholarly achievement, 
which won him immediate acclaim in the highest academic circles from Alexan- 
der von Humboldt down. 

By the time Marx in 1859 was finally scratching together £2 in order to mail 
his manuscript to Duncker, Lassalle had been received by acclamation into 
Berlin’s exclusive Philosophic Society. He lived in a splendid apartment in Unter 
den Linden and entertained Varnhagen von Ense, the writers Ludmilla Assing 
(who fell in love with him) and Fanny Lewald, the philologist Ardolf Stahr, the 
conductor Hans von Bülow and his wife, the publisher Duncker (whose wife like- 
wise fell in love with him), his former teacher Professor Böckh and others of 
Berlin’s intellectual elite. 

Marx, on the other hand, incensed when Duncker did not reply to his letters, 
rudely wrote to him on 28 May: ‘More than three weeks ago, I received the last 
three printer’s sheets. The corrections that needed to be made could have been 
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done comfortably in one day... I categorically demand that you put an end to 
these manoeuvres, which appear to me to be highly suspicious.’ 

Duncker wrote to Marx that he was imagining things, and explained that he 
had been busy at the Leipzig Book Fair. Marx apologized, but when three 
weeks passed and nothing happened, he fired off another irate letter threatening 
Duncker that unless he promptly received the book as well as the remainder of 
his fee he would publicly attack him. 

By this time Duncker had had enough. He replied that the Critique of Politi- 
cal Economy had come out on 11 June, enclosed the remaining go Thaler due to 
Marx and added: ‘The tone of your letters makes it impossible for me to want 
to continue our relationship, and, indeed, it makes me almost regret altogether 
that Lassalle had ever established any contact between us.’ 

The first volume of Marx’s work attracted little attention. The second never 
appeared. It was to take Marx years, after botching things with the only pub- 
lisher willing to take a risk on him, to find another. The further books or book- 
lets which he had planned to extract from the mammoth manuscript on which 
he had struggled for 7 years, never materialized; and whatever the intrinsic 
interest of the Critique of Political Economy, it was eventually to be superseded 
by Das Kapital. 

The relations betwen Marx and Lassalle were to last only another couple of 
years. They reached their first high-point in 1861, when, following Prussia’s 
amnesty of political exiles, Lassalle invited Marx to Berlin, entertained him 
royally for nearly a month at dinners and gala parties with high society, took 
him to a ballet performance, for which the Countess von Hatzfeldt got them a 
box right up against the royal one (to annoy the Prussian King and Queen), and 
offered to help him resume a political role in Germany as co-editor of a radical 
daily to be financed by the Countess. The latter impressed Marx as ‘a very dis- 
tinguished lady’, intelligent, lively, ‘strongly interested in the revolutionary 
movement, and has an aristocratic /aisser aller.’ 

The following year, in London with the Countess on the occasion of the 
World Fair, Lassalle visited the Marxes, who had pawned everything they pos- 
sessed to keep up appearances. Lassalle showered Marx’s wife and three daugh- 
ters with gifts, lent him £15, and told Marx that he could draw a bill on him for 
any amount, provided a third party guaranteed to cover him. Lassalle told him 
of his plan to launch a political movement in Germany that would incorporate 
many of Marx’s ideas in a form acceptable to the German workers. But Marx, 
unable to tolerate anyone not inferior — and exasperated to hear that Lassalle 
was about to complete a ‘rapid’ study of economics, while he was still labouring 
on a mass of material on the subject — refused his collaboration. He pocketed 
Lassalle’s £15, drew a bill on him for another £60, and did nothing about the 
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guarantee. When reminded of it, he was offended. A few days before the bill was 
due in November 1862 he sent Lassalle the money, wrote that he trusted their 
relationship would ‘withstand this shock’, but in his spleen cut off all personal 
relations with him. 

This was not the only reason for their rupture. Lassalle admired Marx, but 
was not intimidated by him. The Berlin newspaper project had come to 
nothing, partly because Marx’s idea (as he wrote to Engels) was to keep Lassalle 
under ‘strict discipline’ as an editorial underling; but when he had proposed to 
invite Engels as co-publisher, Lassalle’s rejoinder was: ‘Three of us is one too 
many, unless you and Engels agree to have one vote between you.’ 

Lassalle had returned from London to find Berlin in the throes of a political 
crisis. The bourgeois liberals, having gained a majority in the Prussian Chamber, 
turned down the War Minister’s military budget. With Bismarck inaugurating 
his premiership by governing without a budget, Lassalle adapted Marxism to 
practical politics and founded the Allgemeiner Deutscher Arbeiterverein, the 
first German labour movement. Charged with class incitement for his Workers? 
Programme — which Marx called ‘nothing but a bad vulgarization of the Com- 
munist Manifesto’3° — Lassalle got himself acquitted by a brilliant court defence. 

Never quite accepting Marx’s concentration on ‘materialism’ to the execu- 
tion of man’s mind and will, he launched a feverish campaign for universal suff- 
rage and direct secret voting, on the idea that once the new working-class party 
obtained representation ‘in all law-making bodies in Germany’ it would become 
a national party capable of attaining power and carrying out a Socialist pro- 
gramme ina future united Germany. 

Increasingly affected by an improperly cured syphilis contracted in Paris at 
the age of 22, Lassalle drove himself indefatigably, and when about to lose his 
voice had his throat painted with silver nitrate in order to address cheering 
crowds all over Germany. 

He was seconded by Hess, who, arrived from Paris in the wake of the amnesty, 
saw in him a man ‘of the stock of Marx’, but less aloof, more charismatic and 
better able to fire the people. Indeed, Lassalle electrified the German workers 
with speeches which sounded to them like the trumpet calls of a heroic new 
Siegfried. Hess stepped in for him when he was unable to appear in Cologne. 

Lassalle’s Allgemeiner Deutscher Arbeiterverein was the nucleus of the 
Social-Democratic Party whose mighty growth was to make it Germany’s larg- 
est political party within a few decades. His contacts with Bismarck, to whom 
he had sent his Workers’ Programme with the remark, ‘Here is the constitution 
of my realm, for which you will perhaps envy me’, were watched with horror by 
Marx. Lassalle’s strategy of solving the social-economic problem within the 
framework of Europe’s system of national sovereign states contradicted Marx’s 
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vision of the proletariat as the international class that would overthrow all other 
classes and ultimately dissolve itself in a classless society. 

This, and some cruel jokes a jealous Marx traded with Engels in derision of 
Lassalle’s self-assertiveness, was to lead to his vilification by their followers. 
Late into the 2oth century, orthodox Marxist publications would belittle Las- 
salle as a ‘petty-bourgeois Socialist’. Edmund Wilson and Jacques Barzun were 
among the first to restore Lassalle to his rightful stature. Barzun wrote that he 


was 


everything that Marx was not — a judicious scholar, an artist, and a 
man in whom logic and enthusiasm combined with a rare degree of 
balance. He was above all a born leader of men and a natural master 
of politics... Whether in the courtroom or on the platform Lassalle’s 
studies in law, history, government and philosophy made him a for- 
midable debater, but they appear at their fullest and maturest in his 


written works. 


In strong contrast to Marx’s crabbed polemics and tortuous erudi- 
tion, everything in Lassalle is lucid, generous, and orderly... When he 
borrowed from Marx the doctrine of surplus value to explain the for- 
mation of capital he was careful to make full acknowledgment... The 
conclusion so often insinuated, that Lassalle was a hasty and incom- 
plete popularizer of Marx, is thus groundless, another instance of 


the desire to rewrite history.3" 


Lassalle’s end was as tumultuous as his life. Charged with high treason for 
attacking Bismarck’s policy of ‘blood and iron’, which was to cause three wars in 
7 years, Lassalle was sentenced in Diisseldorf to 12 months’ imprisonment, 
appealed — and got the sentence halved, and then deferred. Seen off by a huge 
crowd of workers at the railway station, he left for a rest in Switzerland. There 
fate caught up with him in the person of Helen von Dénninges, the beautiful 
21-year-old daughter of a Bavarian diplomat. In Berlin, she had treated Lassalle 
as her ‘lord and master’. In Switzerland she wanted to marry him, but her father 
— who saw in Lassalle no Siegfried but a radical agitator — was forcibly opposed 
to this. Lassalle twice refused her offer to elope with him, fearing the scandal 
would damage his political future. Instead, he delivered her into the hands of 
her family, fully convinced of his ability to obtain their consent to a proper and 
honourable marriage. 

Baron Dénninges, however, promptly spirited her away. Lassalle moved 
heaven and earth — mobilizing the Countess von Hatzfeldt, the Bavarian Foreign 
Minister, Richard Wagner and the Bishop of Mainz, among others — to force 
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Helen’s father to permit him to see her. Always fighting with the law in his hand, 
he invoked a paragraph against coercion before he obtained the baron’s consent. 

But the girl never appeared at the proposed tryst. Browbeaten and discon- 
certed, she informed the over-confident Lassalle that she was going to marry 
her one-time fiancé, the young Rumanian Prince Racovici. Duelling for his 
honour in a field near Geneva, Lassalle was felled by Racovici’s first bullet and 
died a few days later in the arms of the Countess von Hatzfeldt. 

On 2 September 1864, after a funeral service in Geneva attended by 4,000 
mourners, his embalmed remains were placed on a train. Thousands upon 
thousands attended memorial assemblies as it passed various towns in the 
Rhineland, until the Prussian police — who had blocked the Countess’s inten- 
tion of publicly exhibiting Lassalle’s body, for fear of disturbances — simply 
confiscated it, rearresting Lassalle, as it were, even after he was dead. He was 
buried in his native Breslau. 

His original gravestone, inscribed ‘Lassalle, Thinker and Fighter’, was des- 
troyed by the Nazis in 1933. In 1947, after Breslau became Wroclaw, Polish 
democrats put up a plaque dedicated to the ‘Great Socialist’. There is, however, 
no monument to Lassalle in Germany.3? 


The following lines by Jacques Barzun might well serve as his epitaph: 


If anyone can claim as his own handiwork the transformation of 
modern Socialist ideas into a truly popular movement, it ts the much- 
reviled Ferdinand Lassalle. 


At the age of thirty-nine, after two years’ campaigning, he had... [by] 
his force, magnetism, ingenuity, oratorical power, knowledge of 
people and of history, created what had never existed before: a party 
of the Fourth Estate... the party which a decade after Lassalle’s death 
joined the Marx-controlled International to form the great German 
Social Democratic Party... This party, which forced Bismarck and his 
successors to steal so much of its thunder, worked presumably in the 
name of Marx, but actually on Lassallean principles.53 


As for what drove Lassalle to a senseless duel over a weak-willed girl — the ‘gla- 
diator’s’ indomitable will, pride, conceit, or inability to accept defeat — Heracli- 
tus, his favourite Greek philosopher, had encapsulated it all in around 500 BC in 
three words: 


“CHARACTER IS DESTINY.’ 
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Epilogue 


From the ‘Doctors’ to Lenin 


Note: The death of Lassalle in 1864 coincided with the start of the age of Realpolitik. 
The limited purpose of this Epilogue is to tick off the reactions of the surviving prota- 
gonists to the changed European circumstances. The necessarily succinct account traces 
the Russian tradition of ‘direct’ violent action, whose methods Lenin was instinctively 
to adopt even as he made himself accepted as the sole legitimate interpreter of ‘Marx- 
ism’, aterm which Marx himself detested. 


In June 1861 Michael Bakunin set out on his hazardous escape from Siberia 
around half the globe to England. First he sailed from Irkutsk down the river 
Amur for 2,000 miles to the Pacific port of Nikolaevsk. There, defying his offi- 
cial travel permit which allowed him to proceed no further, he talked his way 
aboard an ocean-going Russian government vessel, the Strelok, then switched 
to an American sailing boat which it took in tow through the Sakhalin Straits to 
Japan. At Yokohama, boarding an American steamer, the fugitive Bakunin, find- 
ing himself seated at the captain’s dinner next to the Russian Consul-General, 
brazenly engaged him in conversation and intimated that he was on a pleasure 
trip. Upon being asked whether he was not ‘returning home’ with a Russian flot- 
illa at anchor in the harbour and about to sail for Nikolaevsk, he said that he wan- 
ted to see ‘a little more of the country’ and would return to Irkutsk via Shanghai 
and Peking. 

The dinner proceeded in an atmosphere of good cheer, and next morning, as 
the SS Carrington weighed anchor and steamed out into the Pacific, passing the 
Russian flotilla, Bakunin - 12 years after his capture during the Dresden revolt - 
was on his way to North America. 

Having spent the first 8 of those 12 years in solitary confinement in Austrian 
and Russian dungeons, Bakunin was an emaciated figure when he started his ‘per- 
petual’ banishment to Siberia at Tomsk in 1857. There, as his energies revived, 
he began to give French lessons, fell in love with one of his students and, though 
one would have thought he was the last man fit for conjugal life, married this 17- 
year-old Polish girl, Antonia Kwiatkowski, who was 26 years his junior. She was 
later to have three children by a friend of his, but Bakunin - whether or not as a 
substitute for his more dangerous old infatuation with his own sister Tatyana - 
sincerely loved her; and though he left Antonia behind when he made his escape, 


he was to fulfil his promise to get her out of Russia. 
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While he was still at Tomsk, General Nicholas Muraviev, a cousin of his 
mother, paid him a personal visit, and in January 1859 he was allowed to move 
with Antonia and her family to Irkutsk, where the general reigned surpreme as 
Governor-General of Eastern Siberia. Through the influence of his powerful 
protector, Bakunin was given a well-paid job as a commercial traveller for the 
Amur Company and in 1860 Muraviev promised to get him a full pardon as well 
as the right to return to Russia. In January 1861, however, Muraviev was dismis- 
sed from his post and Bakunin, deciding not to ‘rot away in Siberia’, began to 
plot his escape by persuading a local merchant to advance him 1,000 roubles for 
a commercial journey along the Amur as far as Nikolaevsk. 

Having invented this mission along his exact escape route, Bakunin 
approached General Korsakov, the new Governor-General, whom he had met 
more than once in Muraviev’s office. Against his word of honour that he would 
return before the winter, he obtained from Korsakov a letter instructing the cap- 
tains of all ships on the Amur to give him free passage. 

Equipped with this letter, Bakunin, during his month-long trip on the river, 
had stopped in various places and collected more money from merchants for 
whom he promised to carry out various business commissions at Nikolaevsk. 
Luck favours the enterprising, and due to a bureaucratic snafu, a message sent 
from Irkutsk after his departure warning the maritime authorities that Bakunin 
was ‘a political criminal’, had never been passed on to the captain of the Strelok. 
Having, by his presence of mind, guile, and ingenuity, beaten the supervisory 
system of the mighty Tsarist empire, Bakunin disembarked from the SS Car- 
rington at San Francisco on 14 October 1861. 

Then he changed boats twice to sail through the Isthmus of Panama to New 
York, and visited Boston before he boarded a ship for the Atlantic crossing to 
Liverpool. On 27 December 1861, having completed one of the longest escape 
routes ever, he finally landed like a comet at Orsett House in London, where 
Herzen and the Ogarevs lived together at the time. They received him like a lost 
brother. , 

Bakunin was now almost 47, a huge bearded figure of a man weighing 280 
pounds, ‘too old only to play’, but stiil burning with fire and ‘thirsty for action’, 
as he wrote to George Sand. His arrival in London and the story of his dramatic 
escape from long prison and exile, prominently featured in two issues of 
Herzen’s Russian journal The Bell, followed by the sale of his portrait, stunned 
Europe. By an unexpected and bizarre chain of developments, Bakunin emerged 
from the terrible consequences of his spontaneous 1849 action in Dresden, his 
self-styled ‘demise’, with a new international reputation. 

He was, however, completely ignorant of what had happened in Europe since 
the 1848-49 revolutions and was shocked to hear that reaction had won every- 
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where and that, except for some demonstrations in Poland, everything was quiet 
in Germany, Italy and all over the Continent. 

‘Then what are we to do?” he asked. ‘Must we go to Persia or India to stir 
things up? It’s enough to drive one mad; I cannot sit and do nothing. ! 

Europe was in fact entering upon the age of Realpolitik. Between 1862, when 
Bismarck announced his aggressive policy, and January 1871, when he was to 
crown that policy with the proclamation of the German Empire at Versailles, 
Europe changed both politically and culturally. 

Realpolitik, as defined by the man who coined the term, meant that ‘to rule is 
to exercise power’; that government was best placed in the hands of those who 
combined ‘wealth, opinion and intelligence’, and that ‘the facts of social reality’ 
were more important in dictating politics than ideas, which were merely ‘subjec- 
tive convictions and served at best to influence public opinion and help one class 
to succeed the other to political power.’? 

In 1859, Darwin had presented the world with the first facts supporting his 
theory of evolution in On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection. In 
the same year Marx, in the Preface to the Critique of Political Economy, wrote 
‘legal relations and the form of the state’ were not the result of ideas or ‘the gen- 
eral progress of the human mind, but rooted in the material conditions of life’, 
the sum total of which ‘Hegel combines under the name of “civil society”, that, 
however, the anatomy of that civil society is to be sought in political economy.’ 

Turning to his own investigation of political economy, Marx summed up the 
general result at which he arrived and ‘which, once won, served as a guiding 
thread of my studies’, by saying that the economic structure of society and the 
relations men form in the social production of their lives 


are the real foundation on which rise legal and political superstruc- 
tures and to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. 
The mode of production in material life conditions the social, politi- 
cal and intellectual processes of life. It is not the consciousness of men 
that determines their being, but, on the contrary, their social being 


determines their consciousness. 


One of Marx’s chief conclusions was that when the productive forces of society 
develop to the maximum they come into conflict with the property relations 
which hitherto promoted their development. The result is social revolution.3 
Marx meant to use this ‘guiding thread’ in his planned series of books on eco- 
nomics. Alas, his Critique of Political Economy, the first and only one to appear, 
aroused so little interest in Germany that, as Marx himself put it, ‘not a single 
rooster crowed over the thing.’ Destitute and pressed by debts as he was, Marx 
was convinced that he was the victim of a ‘conspiracy of silence’ in Germany - 
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a conspiracy, as Jenny wrote to Engels, broken ‘by a few wretched feuilletons 
which dealt only with the Preface and not with the content. ™* 

The Preface was indeed the most important part of the book. In August 1859 
Engels, in a review of his friend’s book published in Das Volk, hailed Marx’s 
short general statement in the Preface as the ‘revolutionary’ discovery of the 
‘materialist conception of history.’ He further proclaimed Marx to be the first 
thinker who, by applying Hegel’s dialectical method to economics, had devel- 
oped ‘a coherent science’.5 

Das Volk was an obscure journal, but Engels’s review was the first augury of 
his later glorification of Marx as the founder of the ‘materialist conception of 
history’ and his ultimately canonizing him as the discoverer of ‘the law of devel- 
opment of human history.’ It was Engels who first drew Marx’s attention to 
Darwin’s Origin of Species and the following exchange of letters may throw some 
light on the germination of the analogy between Marx’s and Darwin’s respective 
discoveries of the laws of ‘human’ and ‘organic’ history. 

Engels to Marx, 12 December 1859: ‘Darwin, which I am reading right now, is 
quite fantastic... There has not been up to now such a wonderful attempt to show 
evidence of historical development in nature, and never before with such 
success. One has to take into account of course the clumsy English method. 

Marx to Engels, 19 December 1860: ‘In spite of [Darwin’s] English ponder- 


Marx to Ferdinand Lassalle, 16 January 1861: ‘Darwin’s writing is very imp- 


i) ousness, this book contains the biological basis of our conceptions.”7 


ortant and fits in quite conveniently for me as the natural science basis for the 
historical struggle. One has to take into account of course [his] clumsy English 
manner of development.”® 

Marx’s literal adoption of Engels’s low opinion of Darwin’s English method? 
shows perhaps how closely their minds were attuned to each other. But was 
Marx indeed a Darwinist and ‘evolutionist’ with a determinist conception of 
history? This question was to be hotly debated until close to the end of the 2oth 
century, when it would transpire that Marx’s conception of history was far less 
iron-clad and rigid than as presented by Engels, 

The axiom enunciated by Marx in 1859 that the bourgeois countries would be 
struck by revolution at the highest point of their capitalist industrial develop- 
ment - an axiom to be severely tested by the 1917 Bolshevik revolution in Russia, 
which had hardly reached the apex of industrial development - had been con- 
tested early on by Herzen, writing in 1851 that ‘the future of Russia lies with the 
peasant moujik, just as the regeneration of France lies with the workers.’!° 

By 1861 there were nearly 50 million peasant serfs of several kinds in Euro- 
pean Russia, out of a total population of 60 millions. If Marx had once extolled 
the nascent German working class as a ‘Cinderella’ whose emancipation would 
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ultimately emancipate the world, to Herzen the true ‘Cinderella’ was Russia’s 
stolid peasantry - tilling the soil of the landlords for so many days in the week and 
then working the commonly owned open fields in patches periodically allotted 
by the village assembly to each family according to its size, the number of its 
working hands and its needs. In Herzen’s view these village communes were a 
rare asset among nations, presenting Russia with a great opportunity, once they 
were liberated from serfdom, of carrying out a reformist shortcut to Socialism 
and establishing a society free of capitalist competition and ‘proletarian misery’ 
such as Europe’s ‘noblest minds only dreamed of’."! 

Herzen in London could not but share the elation which had swept Russia in 
the spring of 1856, when the new Tsar, Alexander II, not only relaxed press cen- 
sorship and lifted the restrictions on the number of students in the universities, 
but began to tackle the immense and complex problem represented by the serfs. 
As thousands of youths of all classes flocked to the institutions of higher learn- 
ing, a new era seemed to be dawning. Anyone who was not alive in Russia in 1856, 
wrote one student, ‘does not know what life is.’ 

A flood of new progressive publications, including a first Women’s Journal, 
took their place by the side of the St Petersburg Contemporary, the periodical of 
the intelligentsia, in whose pages Belinsky ‘Furioso’ had once published his ful- 
minating literary-political articles. His mantle as the director of the social con- 
science of his generation had now been assumed by a 27-year-old columnist, 
Nicholas Chernyshevsky, who held an arts degree but combined literary criti- 
cism with a revolutionary temperament. 

The question on everybody’s lips was whether the serfs would be freed ‘with 
land’ - to be given up by the nobility - but the Tsar’s attempt to persuade the 
nobles and gentry to be generous in their own interest fell on deaf ears. With the 
exception of a few ‘penitent’ souls, the landlords thought that losing their “bap- 
tized property’ (the serfs) was sacrifice enough. The Tsar therefore left the task 
of working out the terms of the emancipation to his bureaucrats. 

Finally, in February 1861, Alexander II solemnly set all serfs on state land and 
several other categories free on more or less convenient terms. But 20 to 23 mil- 
lion serfs of the landlords, or ‘bondmen’, most of whom were household serfs, 
were to wait for two years before being freed without land, though they would be 
offered a chance to acquire the title to it at an exorbitant price - after paying a 
redemption annuity for 49 years (for plots which were often too small to support 
a family) plus interest and high taxes to the state. 

Thousands of bondmen, who had always felt that they might belong to their 
masters, ‘but the land is ours’, took to the roads to plead with the Tsar not to con- 
demn them to pauperism. They were stopped by soldiers, flogged and sent off 
to Siberia. During the summer rioting, peasants clashed with rural gendarmes 
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and soldiers on 1,200 estates. They suffered 310 casualties, including 140 killed. 
The bloodshed cast a pall over the new sense of freedom and the ‘liberation’ of 
the serfs 4 years before the abolition of slavery in the USA, which might other- 
wise have set Russia on the road to progress and modernity. 

Press and theatre censorship was reimposed. St Petersburg University was 
closed. Several hundred protesting students were arrested. 

During the Tsar’s ‘honeymoon with the people’, Herzen’s London Bell had 
enthusiastically hailed Alexander H practically as the first monarch of a soon-to- 
be Socialist country. By the autumn of 1861, however, when the Tsar forbade the 
use of the very word ‘progress’ in official documents and the nature of the ‘trun- 
cated emancipation’ of the peasants sank in, The Bell carried a series of articles 
on ‘the new serfdom’, each ending with the words: “The Tsar has deceived the 
people.’ Russian society on the whole, however, as Herzen was to note in his 
Memoirs, was exhausted by 7 years of fruitless political agitation and wished for 
nothing but repose. 

But the young revolted. Nicholas Chernyshevsky’s veiled reaction to the bun- 
gled emancipation had been to print a translation of Longfellow’s Poems on 
Slavery. Chernyshevsky was aware - without having read Marx - that Western 
Europe was in the throes of a class struggle which might help to speed events in 
Russia. But in 1861 he felt that the Tsar had created a revolutionary situation and 
composed a manifesto “To the Peasants’, urging them to rise in arms and fight for 
their freedom and their land. Two of his fellow-journalists, Michael Shelgunov 
and the poet Michael Mikhailov, produced a leaflet, ‘To the Young Generation’. 
Printed by Herzen’s press in London and smuggled back into Russia, it declared 
that ‘to slaughter 100,000 landowners’ was not too high a price to pay for creating 
‘a new order unknown even in America.’ 

The most violent of a spate of underground leaflets was addressed ‘To Young 
Russia’ and carried the slogan: ‘Get Your Axes!’ Composed by 20-year-old Peter 
Zaichenevsky while he was in jail with other student agitators arrested the previ- 
ous year for running a ‘Sunday school’ offering free secular education to work- 
ers, it announced the approaching doom of the Romanov dynasty and spoke of 
marching under the ‘red flag’ to storm the Winter Palace and to ‘exterminate the 
Tsar and his kin.’ Referring to his reactionary supporters as plunderers, it called 
on the people: ‘Kull them in the houses, kill them in the narrow alleys of towns, in 
the broad avenues of capitals, kill them in the villages and hamlets.’!” 

The bloodthirsty manifesto, which called for a ‘Socialist and democratic 
republic’ but left no doubt that it was to be run by a revolutionary dictatorship of 
the army and the young, was issued in the name of a Central Revolutionary 
Committee. The Tsarist authorities had no idea that the Committee consisted of 
exactly 4 students, including Zaichenevsky himself. The incendiary manifesto 
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having been printed by unknown friends of his on a press they had smuggled 
out of Moscow to a village in the Ryazan province while he was in jail, young 
Zaichenevsky, whose fantasy of storming the Winter Palace anticipated the 1917 
Bolshevik Revolution, got away witha relatively light sentence. 

The leaflets produced a rift between Herzen and the young radicals in Russia. 
While he criticized them for broadcasting their aims in such strident terms ‘that 
liberals and the champions of gradual progress crossed themselves and ran away 
stopping their ears,’ they challenged him to decide between hailing the Tsar as 
‘Liberator’ and attacking his ‘phoney’ emancipation. Under fire from both Rus- 
Sia’s reactionary press and from its ardent radical extremists, Herzen found him- 
self in the predicament of a knight-errant who has lost his way at a crossroads: 
‘Go to the right, and you will lose your horse, but you will be safe yourself: go to 
the left, and your horse will be safe, but you will perish; go forward, and everyone 
will abandon you.’ 

It was at this point that Bakunin arrived in London. Full of fire and flame, he 
set out to revolutionize The Bell, whose tone was too moderate for his taste. 
Though Herzen admired Bakunin’s audacity, he took a dim view of his impetu- 
ousness and his reckless talk of revolution now or never, and kept his hands off 
the paper. Herzen was above all a champion of individual liberty, Just as he 
opposed Marx’s determinism, fecling that man could ‘change the pattern of the 
carpet’ woven by history, so he felt that Bakunin’s frivolous passion for all-out 
destruction as a way of achieving a ‘kingdom of freedom’ took no account of the 
fate or liberty of the individual. Both of them, however, were convinced of the 
revolutionary potential of Russia’s moujiks and, sharing the same ultimate goal, 
they maintained an ambivalent friendship punctuated by frequent arguments, 
quarrels and reconciliations. 

Bakunin helped Herzen to overcome his dilemma by persuading him to go 
forward from the ‘crossroads’ and lend his shaken reputation in the homeland to 
a secret organization, Land and Liberty, which for the first time in Russia 
attempted to unite the stray radical groups into a national party for the purpose 
of preparing a revolution. Its founder was N. Serno-Solovievich, a St Petersburg 
bookseller who, in an anonymous article in The Bell, had recently expounded the 
idea that even a small revolutionary party which had secret cells and cadres 
among the peasants and soldiery would harass the regime. It might be subject to 
repression, but history showed that a revolutionary party’s ‘martyrs’ made it 
stronger in the public eye ‘the more it is persecuted.’ 

The name Land and Liberty was coined by Ogarev to epitomize the two 
things the Russian people wanted most. Ogarev was more militant than Herzen; 
conspiracies were Bakunin’s element. Herzen was sceptical and hesitated, but in 
the end he yielded to the arguments of his friends and on 1 March 1862 The Bell 
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announced the formation of Land and Liberty. The leaders of the new organiza- 
tion eventually chose March 1863 as the most propitious date for a Russian peas- 
ant rising to coincide with an armed insurrection in Poland that would keep the 
Tsar’s troops busy in what might become a general European conflict. 


In May 1862 a series of mysterious fires in St Petersburg culminated in a blaze 
which consumed 2,000 shops and warehouses. Herzen, who had just agreed to 
represent Land and Liberty abroad, suspected that the fires had been started by 
police agents. The panic-stricken populace, however, vented its fury on Russian 
and Polish revolutionary arsonists and blamed Herzen and Bakunin for inspiring 
them. A press cartoon showed Herzen at the scene of the conflagration holding 
an axe in one hand and a torch in the other, with the caption: “To Iskander 
[Herzen], a ruined people, 28 May 1862’. 

The government admitted that the arsonists had not been traced, but in a 
series of repressive measures it closed 300 ‘Sunday schools’ throughout Russia 
for teaching ‘subversive’ ideas. The Petersburg Chess Club and its reading rooms 
were shut down as a hotbed of radicalism. The publication of The Contemporary 
was suspended and Chernyshevsky, Serno-Solovievich, Vladimir Obruchev - an 
ex-colonel and the son of a general - and 30 others involved in the leaflet cam- 
paign were arrested and taken in chains to the Peter-and-Paul fortress, where 
they were kept for two years awaiting trial. 

The poet Mikhailov had previously been sentenced to 6 years of hard labour 
in Siberia. He was to die there within 4, the first martyr of the 1860s. In order 
to save Shelgunoy, the co-author of ‘To the Young Generation’, Mikhailov had 
assumed sole responsibility for writing and printing it. He was sent to a desolate 
area near the Chinese frontier, and being of frail health, did not survive the 
unsanitary conditions. Shelgunov was deported in 1863 to Irkutsk and was to 
spend 15 years in various parts of Siberia. 

During 1862, Herzen and Bakunin in London and the leaders of Land and 
Liberty in Russia met on several occasions in secret confabulations with repre- 
sentatives of a Polish National Committee, to synchronize events in the pro- 
jected Polish insurrection. The Poles were eager to act, but even the impatient 
Bakunin joined the leaders of Land and Liberty in advising them that they must 
absolutely wait for the set date in March 1863. 

The Tsarist Governor of Poland, however, preempted the whole grand 
scheme by suddenly ordering a conscription in January, causing the Poles to 
revolt prematurely on the 22nd. Bakunin, without waiting for the consequences 
- he always, in Herzen’s words, ‘took the znd month of pregnancy for the gth’ - 
felt that he must rush to the scene of the fighting in Poland. On 21 February he 
left London with a false passport, but all his attempts in Copenhagen and Stock- 
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holm to establish contact with the Polish National Committee failed. The first 
European revolution since 1848 created quite a stir on the Continent and 
Bakunin spent some hectic weeks trying to catch up with a hastily assembled 
Polish Legion which had sailed from Southend in England for the Baltic, but 
whose boat was confiscated by the Swedes at Malmö. 

In May, under the alias of Professor Henri Soulié, a Canadian scholar, he had a 
glorious time in Stockholm. Swedish radicals gave a banquet in his honour and he 
was secretly received in audience by King Charles XV. When the Russian Minis- 
ter to Stockholm protested that Soulié/Bakunin was a political criminal and 
should be expelled, the Swedes replied that their democratic public opinion was 
too ‘exercised’ over the Polish situation to tolerate his expulsion. But as a sop to 
the Russians, they published a critical report on his subversive activities in 1848. 

By June, however, Land and Liberty’s plans for a Russo-Polish revolution had 
collapsed like a house of cards. None of the Russian troops stationed in Poland 
joined the insurrection, and the rising of Polish patriots petered out in guerrilla 
actions. Nor did Russia’s peasantry revolt. A small group of Land and Liberty 
went underground, and the rest disbanded. 

A discomfited Bakunin thereupon severed his relations with the Poles and 
gave up the whole idea of the ‘liberation of all the Slavs’, which had been his 
hobby-horse and his obsession. In October, together with his wife Antonia, who 
had managed to join him from Russia, he left Stockholm for Italy. Travelling in 
leisurely stages via London, Paris and Switzerland, they arrived there in January 
1864, and after stopping on Caprera Island for a three-day visit with Garibaldi, 
settled in Florence in ostensible retirement. 

In the summer of 1864, Chernyshevsky, Obruchev and their fellow prisoners 
were taken from their fortress cells to a public square in St Petersburg. Like Dos- 
toyevsky before them, they were chained to a pole with the inscription ‘State 
Criminal’ on their chests - or, as in the case of Obruchev and other nobles, had to 
kneel in front of the gallows for a sword to be broken over their heads - while 
their sentences were read out to a jeering crowd. The pillorying of Cherny- 
shevsky caused indignation among Russia’s intelligentsia, and none was more 
furious or embarrassed than Herzen. For it was a batch of papers sent from his 
own house in London, which - intercepted by the police - had served as a pretext 
for Chernyshevsky’s arrest in the first place. 

Chernyshevsky’s ‘Appeal to the Peasants’ had never been distributed, and all 
Herzen had written to him was a few lines offering to print The Contemporary 
abroad. The authorities, however, were determined to put an end to Cherny- 
shevsky’s wide influence. Sentenced on trumped-up charges, he was to spend 21 
years in forced labour, 7 of them ina Siberian silver mine, and the rest in the Arc- 
tic region, before he was pardoned and returned to civilization, a broken man. 
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During his solitary confinement in the Peter-and-Paul fortress (1863-65), he 
wrote an allegorical novel entitled What Is to Be Done?. Portraying a professional 
revolutionary who steels himself for the ‘great battle’, the novel ended with a 
futurist vision of brave new men and emancipated women living in a society of 
social justice and enjoying all the comforts provided by the progress of science. 
Although of questionable literary merit, the novel’s hidden call for revolution 
made it the bible of generations of radicals. 

Lenin, who was 13 in 1883 when Chernyshevsky returned from the Arctic, 
was to be so impressed by the novel that he later took its title for the book in 
which he set out his own version of Marxism-Leninism. 

Serno-Solovievich had been seized on the same day as Chernyshevsky, for the 
confiscated London parcel contained such incriminating items as a letter from 
Bakunin introducing him to Garibaldi, besides letters to the Armenian poet and 
nationalist, M.L. Nalbandyan. Serno was kept for interrogation in the Peter- 
and-Paul fortress until June 1865. Then he, too, was subjected to a mock ‘execu- 
tion’ depriving him of his civil rights before he was deported to Irkutsk. 


One of the great losers in the aftermath of the 1863 revolution in Poland that 
never happened was Herzen, who had allowed himself to be dragged into the 
Land and Liberty conspiracy against his better judgment. The circulation of 
The Bell in Russia dropped from 2,500 copies to 500. In 1865 he stopped its pub- 
lication in London and moved with the Ogarevs to Switzerland. Travelling with 
them was the Bakhmetev Fund for revolutionary propaganda, established by 
Pavel A. Bakhmetev, a wealthy young Russian landowner who had approached 
Herzen at short notice in 1857 and settled 20,000 francs on him and Ogarev to 
use for propaganda as they saw fit.'+ On the next day, with his remaining ‘30,000 
francs in gold wrapped up in a thick pocket-handkerchief’, he had sailed for the 
Marquesas Islands. 

The Bakhmetev Fund, carefully administered by Herzen and invested in 
profitable securities, grew steadily. Besides his own fortune, which had enabled 
him to bear the latest losses incurred by The Bell, Herzen thus had the collateral 
to start a French edition of the paper in Geneva. To his dismay, he received an 
unfriendly welcome from a small coterie of young alumni of the 1861 university 
disorders in St Petersburg who had found refuge in the Swiss city. Hardened by 
their prison experiences in Russia, these radicals looked upon the expatriate mil- 
lionaire as a ‘liberal dinosaur’. Claiming that they were better fit to set the tone 
for the violent struggle lying ahead, they made no secret of their intention to 
wrest control of The Bell from him and involved him ina public squabble. 

Stung by their calling him ‘a dead man’ and suspecting that their next aim was 
to lay their hands on the Bakhmetev Fund, Herzen preferred to close down The 
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Bell shortly after its reappearance. Bakunin intervened to point out that what- 
ever the faults of the unprincipled radical youths, they were animated by a 
passion for justice and freedom, and Herzen, realizing that theirs was the future, 
soon wrote in an open letter to Ogarev that these stern young ‘realists’ made him 
feel that ‘our idea will not perish’. 

And so it was to be. Herzen completed his rich memoirs, My Past and Thoughts, 
in 1868 and died two years later in Paris. He was buried at Nice next to his wife 
Natalie. A life-size statue marks his grave. Back in November 1861, during the 
turmoil caused by the ‘truncated emancipation’ and the closure of St Petersburg 
University, he had written to the students: ‘Shall I tell you where you should go 
now?... To the people, to the people... your place is there.’ His ideas were to influ- 
ence Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky and Russia’s politically interested intelligentsia, and 
to make him the progenitor of the Narodnik, or Populist ‘go to the people’ move- 
ment which - under the further influence of the martyred Chernyshevsky - was 
to sweep the next generation of Russia’s youth. 

Bakunin was to inspire the extreme radical wing of Populism, not before going 
through the crowning phase of his career - this time as a genuine political actor in 
Western Europe capable of challenging Marx’s position in the First Working 
Men’s International. 

Curiously enough, it was Marx himself who on 3 November 1864 called on 
Bakunin - who happened to be in London ona short visit - and invited him to join 
the First International. The two had not met for 16 years. Their relations had 
been soured by Marx’s part in the repeated slander that Bakunin was a Tsarist 
agent. According to Bakunin, ‘We had an explanation. He said he had never done 
anything against me and had retained great respect for me. I knew that he was 
lying, but I really no longer bore any grudge against him.’*5 

Marx to Engels on 4 November: ‘[Bakunin] left for Italy today. I saw him yes- 
terday evening once more. He said that after the failure in Poland he should, in 
future, confine himself to participation in the Socialist Movement.’ In a rare 
compliment to the Russian or indeed to anyone, Marx added: ‘I must say that I 
liked him very much - better than before. He is one of the few people who I feel, 
after 16 years, has moved forwards not backwards.” "6 

The International had only recently been founded in London. As Secretary 
of its governing body, the General Council, Marx was soon to gain control of 
the European workers movement. He seems to have hoped that Bakunin would 
help him to win over Garibaldi to Socialism and the International, but he had no 
idea of the nemesis he was bringing on himself. For Bakunin had no sooner 
returned to Florence than he established one secret society after another. The 
World Brotherhood was followed by the International Secret Society for the 
Liberation of Mankind, and more. Although most of them started as figments of 
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his imagination or remained on paper, he was, like a kind of conjuror, ultimately 
to make them come to life, to form a ‘secret revolutionary international’ of his 
own within the Workers’ International. 

In October 1865 he moved to Naples, where he lived in a beautiful hilltop villa 
and enjoyed the patronage of the wealthy and eccentric Princess Zoe Obolensky. 
Separated from her husband, the Princess supported a whole group of Italian, 
Polish and other foreign revolutionaries and radicals. According to an eyewit- 
ness, when she moved in the summer to the island of Ischia together with her 
whole retinue, Bakunin ‘played providence, arranged promenades and picnics, 
instructed everybody, issued orders for everybody’ and at the same time 


wrote numerous long letters in different languages to the different 
sections of the World Brotherhood. Everyone obeyed him, and wor- 
shipped him with reverence. 

He was in fact head and shoulders above those around him and, not- 
withstanding his benevolence, he had the temperament of a drill-ser- 


geant.'7 


While Bakunin was thus recharging his batteries and beginning to conspire in all 
directions, Marx in London in 1865 resumed work on Das Kapital, the nerve- 
rending, never-ending magnum opus on which he was to spend the remaining 18 
years of his life — driven by the ambition not only to save the proletariat and 
rouse it to action, but to educate the whole world to his theory that the growing 
capitalist system was historically and sociologically doomed to ultimate self- 
destruction. Marx’s characteristic way of clarifying and expressing his theories 
by tearing down those of others in savage polemics has encouraged the image of 
the fanatical and nasty Marx who, while fighting for the poor and downtrodden, 
quarreled not only with his true or imaginary foes, but with all his friends, except 
Heine and of course Engels. 

A man of great strengths and many weaknesses, frustrated by decades of liv- 
ing in exile and in ‘bourgeois misery’, Marx was never more nasty than in 1865. 
Jealous of the success of Lassalle’s Allgemeiner Deutscher Arbeiterverein, he 
reviled both its dead and living leaders by speaking of the ‘stink’ left behind by 
Lassalle, calling the Countess von Hatzfeldt his ‘apostolic vicar’ and Hess her 
‘male Pope’. Hess rightly guessed that Marx was out to destroy the new Workers’ 
Party because it refused to submit to him. 

Contrasting with this brutal image is that of Marx the warm-hearted paterfa- 
milias romping with his children on Hampstead Heath, inventing mile-long 
fairy tales for them - ‘tell us another mile’, they would beg - and stopping to dis- 
tribute pennies to little street urchins. And superimposed on both is the figure of 
Marx the solitary philosopher-sage toiling away on Das Kapital while his liver 
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was being devoured by chronic inflammation, like his mythological model 
Prometheus, whose immortal liver was, however, always replenished. Like the 
Greck demigod who not only brought fire to men but taught them how to use it 
to build a civilization, Marx stuck to Das Kapital because of his hubris in think- 
ing he could build a new world, a new civilization and a breed of new men. 

He completed and published only its first volume in 1867, leaving a mass of 
notes and rough material for another 4 to be edited after his death by Engels and 
others. '® In that first volume, generally referred to as Das Kapital, Prometheus 
was used to represent the proletariat chained to capital. Although Marx was 
obsessed by fear of cancer — his father had died of cancer of the liver — he identi- 
fied with the suffering proletariat to the point where he felt that it was the eco- 
nomic strain that was eating up his liver. Indeed, every line he wrote was ground 
out of some painful deprivation of his own. And was he not the victim of the 
same circumstances as the dispossessed proletarians of this earth? At the same 
time, as if he were Job (‘though I’m less God-fearing’), he was afflicted by a 
series of recurring plagues — rheumatism, bronchitis, ear infections, pleurisy, 
boils and irksome carbuncles that robbed him of his sleep and ability to work — 
and was further troubled by a bad conscience for sacrificing the health and hap- 
piness of his wife and daughters to his work and making everyone around him 
suffer. As he went on exposing the evils of capitalism, his personal venom 
sounded through the mordant lines about the industrtal Moloch immolating the 
worker on the altar of greedy profit. As he himself put it: ‘I hope the bourgeoisie 
will have reason to remember my carbuncles.’ But out of his traumatized days 
and nights came the epic wrath and force of his promised class-struggle; the sav- 
agery of his indictment of capitalism, compared to the universally good Com- 
munist society of the future; and the jarring conflict between this ideal and the 
brutal, hate-instilled deeds the workers must resort to in order to throw off the 
yoke of their oppressors and inherit the earth. 

Although Das Kapital at first attracted so little notice that Engels wrote a 
dozen or so reviews ‘from different points of view’ and foisted them under dif- 
ferent names upon the unsuspecting editors of various journals,’? it was to 
magnify Marx’s extraordinary intellectual impact on 2oth-century thought, pol- 
itics and history. Capitalism is alive and thriving contrary to one of Marx’s fun- 
damental theses, and other flaws in his grand structure — such as its utter 
disregard of the forces of nationalism— were to become apparent in time. 

‘The working-men have no country,’ Marx and Engels had proclaimed in The 
Communist Manifesto. In 1848 they supported the Poles, Hungarians and Italians 
as long as they served as a catalyst for revolution. But once the revolution had 
collapsed, Engels remarked to Marx in 1851 that the Poles were ‘une nation 

foutue (a finished nation). He proposed to man their fortresses, especially Posen, 
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with Germans under the pretext of defence, ‘to let them stew in their own juice, 
send them into battle, gobble bare their land, fob them off with promises of Riga 
and Odessa... A nation which can muster 20,000 to 30,000 men at most is not 
entitled to a vote.’?° 

While having no use for the Danes or other small nations which, whatever 
their rights, history or aspirations, were destined ‘to perish in the world-wide 
revolutionary tempest’, Marx and Engels favoured large, even colonial nations 
whose industrial development promised a commensurate potential for revolu- 
tion. When Bismarck forged the famous Ems telegram, provoking the Franco- 
Prussian War in 1870, Marx expressed his expectation that a Prussian victory 
and the unification of Germany would result in ‘the ascendancy of the German 
working class in the world theatre over the French and the preponderance of our 
theory over Proudhon.” 

Marx’s doctrine that class alone, and not national, ethnic, cultural or any other 
bond shaped man’s social consciousness and dictated his allegiance was exploded 
in 1914 when the workers of the various countries marched off enthusiastically 
to slaughter each other in the First World War. But it was only at the end of the 
1980s, when the incipient disintegration of the Soviet Union suddenly revealed 
that its vast territories teemed with 130 different nationalities — from Abkhazians 
and Azeris to Tatars and Udmurts, all claiming sovereignty or some form of self- 
rule - that Marxian scholars seriously began to question his axiomatic idea that 
proletarians were immune to ‘national sentiments’ .”* 

The Chechen revolt against Russia, the break-up of Yugoslavia and the flare- 
up of the Serb-Bosnian-Croat war on the border of Austria and the heartland of 
Europe underlined the error of Marx’s statement in the Manifesto that the wor- 
kers ‘have no country’.73 

Remarkably, Moses Hess had realized as early as 1843, before the ‘Springtime 
of the Peoples’, that nationalism was destined to become a factor in modern his- 
tory. ‘Just as humanity cannot be real without distinct individuals’, he had writ- 
ten that year, ‘so it cannot be real without distinct, specific nations and people. 
Humanity cannot actualize itself without mediation, it needs the medium of 
individuality.’?+ 

History knew no parallel of a state twice destroyed in antiquity being resur- 
rected when Hess affirmed in 1862 that the Jews with their millennial history had 
every justification to fight for their rights as a nation just as the Italians, Poles, 
Greeks and Europe’s other oppressed peoples fought for theirs. To Marx and his 
Communist cronies of old, this was an aberration bordering on absurdity. Hess, 
however, invoking the Hebrew prophets who had cried out for social justice thou- 
sands of years before Marx, effected a synthesis between their message of univer- 
sal redemption and his modern perception of the dialectical-revolutionary 
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process of history: if the latter strove towards the liberation of the proletariat, it 
must also, as another step towards a just society, end the Jews’ oppressive long 
exile and alienation from their historic homeland. Hess recalled that back in 
1840, under the shock of the ‘Damascus Affair’, he had wanted ‘to give vent to 
my Jewish feelings in a cri de coeur, but this was strangled in my breast by the 
greater pain awakened in me by the plight of the European proletariat.’25 

About that time, as it happened, Colonel Charles Henry Churchill, a descen- 
dant of the Duke of Marlborough, was writing to Sir Moses Montefiore from 
Damascus that the days of the Turkish Empire were numbered and the time was 
ripe for the Jews to ‘put their hand to the glorious work of national regeneration.’ 
If they made ‘a commencement’, the European powers would help them. But it 
was only in 1859 that Hess’s Jewish feelings stirred again. 

That year he met Armand Lévy, a third-generation Catholic and revolution- 
ary French Socialist, who, returning from the Crimean War, had brought with 
him to Paris the mortal remains of Adam Mickiewicz, Poland’s national poet and 
freedom fighter. In the course of their attempts to organize a Polish legion 
against the Tsar, Mickiewicz, who tended to identify the suffering of the Poles 
with those of the Jews, had impressed on Lévy, his medical officer and chief aide, 
the idea that the Jews deserved a place among the nations like any other people. 

On his way through the Balkans, Lévy found a large mass of Jews praying to 
be allowed to return to the Holy Land after their 2,000-year-long exile. Knowing 
that Turkey, ‘Europe’s Sick Man’, was ‘either dying or dead already’ — as Tsar 
Nicholas had put it in the 1840s during a visit to England — Lévy told the Balkan 
Jewish leaders that redemption was near at hand. The following year Ernest 
Laharanne, a French officer who had served in Damascus, publicly urged the 
Jews to seize the initiative and reconstitute their ancient national homeland.” 

At the same time Garibaldi led his Redshirts in a victorious landing in Sicily, 
then crossed to Naples and in October proclaimed Victor Emmanuel King of 
united Italy. With ‘self-determination’ becoming the call of the day, the Socialist 
Hess discerned the new drift of history, a drift enabling him to resolve the dilem- 
ma between the sorrows of the Jews and the plight of the proletariat which had 
choked his breast 20 years earlier. Published in Leipzig in 1862, Rome and Jeru- 
salem, in which Hess envisioned a Jewish state complete with the ‘kibbutz’ idea, 
sold exactly 162 copies. The Jewish circles to whom it was addressed either tried 
to be more German than the Germans, or put their political trust in the liberal 
bourgeois state or their faith in the revolutionary movements. 

A booklet published by Marx in London in 1860 at his own expense had sold 
only 80 copies; but this was no consolation to Hess. He joined Lassalle in found- 
ing the Allgemeiner Deutscher Arbeiterverein and later represented it at several 
congresses of the First International. Although at these meetings he sided with 
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Marx against Bakunin, he never yielded to what he called Marx’s ‘unfortunate 


tendency to demand personal subjection.’ 


The battle between Bakunin and Marx for control of the International began in 
the wake of a Peace Congress held at Geneva in the autumn of 1867. The Con- 
gress was sponsored by such figures as Victor Hugo, Garibaldi, John Stuart Mill 
and other prominent European ‘friends of democracy’ for the high purpose of 
discussing ways of avoiding wars and the establishment of a United States of 
Europe. Marx had declined to attend, declaring that the Workers’ International 
was enough of a pacifist bulwark. But Bakunin, invited to represent Russia, had 
arrived from Naples. As he walked up to the platform and Garibaldi rose to emb- 
race him, he received a standing ovation from the 6,000 assembled delegates. In 
an impassioned speech professing his new Socialist faith, he told the bourgeois 
audience that they would never get a United States of Europe unless they aban- 
doned nationalism and liberated the working class. Attacking the centralized 
state, Bakunin declared that every centralized state, no matter how liberal it 
might be, even if it were a republic, is of necessity an oppressor, exploiting the 
people in the interest of the privileged class. 

Recognized for the first time as a spokesman of European democracy, Bakunin 
stayed on in Switzerland. Having been elected to the Central Committee of the 
newly founded League for Peace and Freedom, he turned it into a political lever 
for infiltrating the Workers’ International. He proposed a merger of the two 
organizations; the League with its revolutionary fire should handle the Inter- 
national’s political activities, thus ‘getting the power, the entire revolution in our 
hands’, leaving the lacklustre International to deal with economic questions. 

When the General Council of the International, on Marx’s advice, rejected 
the proposal, Bakunin founded the Alliance de la démocratie socialiste, which 
started with 85 members in Switzerland, but soon found more recruits in France 
and Spain. Persuading a few Swiss leaders of the International to join the 
Alliance, he then, through one of them (J.P. Becker, an old friend of Marx), 
boldly applied for its admission into the International as an autonomous body. 

Marx and Engels saw through Bakunin’s attempt ‘to take the workers’ move- 
ment under his patronage... There would be two General Councils and even two 
congresses.’27 But in March 1869 — after Bakunin agreed to disband the Alliance 
and reconstitute its sections as member groups of the International — Marx 
himself drafted a resolution accepting this, and they were permitted to retain the 
name Alliance. Bakunin’s Alliance was a master-stroke. He had from the begin- 
ning conceived it as a combination of a secret organization with an overlapping 
public one. Marx and Engels were to discover their error in the autumn, at the . 

4th Congress of the International scheduled to open at Basle in September 1869. 
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In London, shortly before the Congress opened, Marx was very proud of the 
International. Delegates from eleven countries including the USA were to 
attend. The International boasted of 800,000 members and its newspapers 
claimed to have 7 million readers. “Things are on the march’, Marx wrote to 
Engels. ‘The next revolution may be nearer than we think, and you and I have this 
powerful engine in our hand.’ 

But there was one cloud on the horizon. In Switzerland, Bakunin, while 
ostensibly making propaganda for the International, had been strenuously con- 
verting underpaid foreign construction workers in Geneva and independent- 
minded village watchmakers of the Jura to his own anarchist ideas. Some of the 
leaders of the International in Geneva also joined his Alliance, and due to his 
policy of infiltration several members of his own secret Bureau were commin- 
gling with the bosses of 30 Swiss sections of the International. 

Together with J.P. Becker, Bakunin sat on the editorial board of the radical 
newspaper Egalité, and he had a further outlet in Progrés, a paper put at his 
disposal by the new Secretary of the Alliance, James Guillaume. He had also 
established secret branches of the Alliance in Italy and Spain, where the Interna- 
tional had none. Although ostensibly complying with the statutes and demands 
of the International, Bakunin now had within it a ‘secret international’ of his 
own, one capable of giving it, as he hoped, a ‘revolutionary direction’ under his 
control. 

The 4th Congress of the International opened at Basle on 7 September. Marx 
did not attend in person. He had drafted the General Council’s yearly report to 
the Congress and delegated a German tailor, Eccarius, to speak in his name. Thus 
Bakunin again stole the limelight when he addressed the 78 delegates present. In 
an impassioned speech, he moved a resolution demanding that the International 
adopt forthwith the abolition of inheritance rights in its platform. Eccarius coun- 
tered with a resolution — prepared by Marx — stating that inheritance rights would 
disappear in a natural way once private property was abolished, and that Bakunin 
was raising an artificial issue. But Eccarius could not match Bakunin’s eloquence. 
Bakunin’s resolution got 32 votes, Marx’s only 19. Although both fell short of the 
required absolute majority, the outcome was a clear defeat for Marx. Never before 
had the International failed to act on a recommendation of his — one, moreover, 
that had been endorsed by the General Council. And Bakunin had proved that he 
had both the strength and the temerity to challenge Marx. Hess, who was on the 
Congress executive for Germany, called a plague on both their houses: ‘We other 
Europeans are prepared to suffer neither Russian summary methods... nor Prus- 
sian Socialism based on dictatorship.’ 

Simultaneously with the first round of his power struggle with Marx, Baku- 
nin had become involved in the famous and ultimately fatal Nechaev affair. 
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Serge Nechaev, a wild and reckless Moscow student of 22, had arrived in 
Geneva in March 1869 to seek Bakunin’s support for a powerful secret society 
in Russia whose Central Committee he claimed to represent. He pretended to 
have escaped from the Peter-and-Paul fortress, and Bakunin, seeing in him an 
image of his younger self, became greatly attached to this ‘young fanatic’, affec- 
tionately calling him ‘Boy’ (in English) and urging Ogarev to dedicate a poem to 
him. 

Bakunin was a master of make-believe and mystification, but when caught in 
some exaggeration of fantasy would laugh like a child who meant no harm. 
Young Nechaey, on the other hand, was a born liar and a ruthless deceiver. The 
truth was that he belonged to a committee of Moscow students who had been 
working on a ‘Programme of Revolutionary Action’; but the nationwide revolu- 
tionary movement he boasted of to Bakunin in Geneva existed only in his 
dreams and aspirations. He had read both Buonarroti and Bakunin, but although 
he listened like a good pupil to the latter’s anarchist view that the church, the 
state and all governments were intrinsically evil and dispensable, he had in fact 
already outdone Bakunin as a prophet of terrorism and sheer violence (of the 
type practised after World War II by the German Baader-Meinhof Group). 
Long attributed to Bakunin, the extraordinary Cetechism of a Revolutionist - the 
terrorist’s manual to this day - had been composed by Nechaev before he left 
Moscow. Briefly, the Catechism stated that 


honour, feelings, morality do not exist for the professional revolutio- 
nary. He must become a nameless tool ready to lie and cheat, to mur- 
der, die and send others to their death for the purpose of destroying 
the fabric of society - for ‘the people’ to develop a new one that will 
assure freedom and happiness to the manual workers... 

The Russian revolutionist must encourage all evils that will exhaust 
the people’s patience; he must... use blackmail and intimidation even 
against liberals and associates whom he exploits in the business of 
simple and total destruction...3° 


There were moments when Bakunin doubted the existence of Nechaev’s Com- 
mittee, but his thrill at taking part in a Russian revolution, even if possibly a ficti- 
tious one, was such that he asked no questions. In a bizarre passage he later wrote 
that, though unsure of the existence of Nechaev’s Committee, ‘I uncondition- 
ally submitted to [its] authority as the sole representative and director of the rev- 
olution in Russia.’3" 

And the irresistible Nechaev soon got Bakunin to enlist Ogarev’s help in per- 
suading a reluctant Herzen, during a visit to Geneva, to invest 10,000 francs — or 
half the Bakhmetev Fund — in the young man’s dubious revolutionary cause. 
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In August 1869 Nechaev, equipped with money and revolutionary pamphlets, 
returned to Moscow and set about creating the mighty secret organization he had 
bragged about. He managed to establish a number of cells based on the strict dis- 
cipline of the Catechism ofa Revolutionist. But it turned out later that in Moscow 
he let it be believed that he was the International’s representative in Russia. 
Worse, when a fellow-student named Ivanov challenged his credentials, Nechaev 
simply murdered him. The Tsarist police arrested 300 students. But Nechaev 
himself, leaving everyone in the lurch — including 4 active accomplices in the 
murder — escaped to the West. 

In January 1870 he reappeared in Geneva. Bakunin, after his triumph at the 
Basle congress, had retired to Locarno and had started translating Marx’s Das 
Kapital into Russian.3* Delighted to see Nechaev again, he helped to hide the 
young ‘tiger’ from the Swiss police and publicly attacked the Russian govern- 
ment and press for calling him a murderer. But Nechaev now showed him a dif- 
ferent side of himself. 

As a start, Nechaev stopped the translation of Das Kapital. Without Baku- 
nin’s knowledge he threatened the Russian middleman, Liubavin, who had pro- 
cured for him an advance of 300 roubles, with every possible violence if he or the 
St Petersburg publisher claimed it back. Bakunin did not miss the work so much 
as the outstanding goo roubles of his fee, which he sorely needed but would now 
never see. Coming up with one vicious scheme after another, Nechaev next got 
Bakunin and the now half-senile Ogarev to obtain for him the balance of the 
Bakhmetev Fund from Herzen’s heirs as well as permission from his daughter 
Tata (Natalie) Herzen to reissue The Bell. Nor was his appetite satisfied with 
this. He also coveted Tata’s private fortune; and she was stunned one day when 
Bakunin advised her to leave herself ‘the strictly necessary to live on and give the 
rest to the common cause.’ Tata Herzen was both fascinated and repelled by the 

` demonic Nechaev (the model for the hero of Dostoyevsky’s novel The Possessed), 
but drew a distinction between this evil character, whose attempts to draw her 
into a dark web of conspiracies and intrigue she had to resist, and Bakunin, who 
protected her from Nechaev’s worst excesses, such as a threat to kill her if she 
ever went back to Russia.33 

It was only when Nechaey, in short order, refused to have Bakunin as a col- 
laborator on The Bell, then stole a box of his correspondence in order to black- 
mail him, that the older man realized that his adored ‘Boy’ was applying to him 
the methods advocated in the Catechism of a Revolutionist for the treatment of 
associates who had lost their usefulness. 

In May 1870, G. Lopatin, a well-known Russian radical, came to Geneva for 
the special purpose of confronting Nechaev. As Lopatin said, in the presence of 
Bakunin, that Nechaev’s ‘organization’, if he had ever had one, no longer existed 
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and then reeled off details of his machinations and crimes, Nechaev listened in 
silence. ‘{Lopatin] triumphed, you retreated before him,’ a horrified and hurt 
Bakunin wrote to Nechaev on 2 June. ‘You systematically lied to us. Your whole 
enterprise was riddled with rotten lies and founded on sand.’ After castigating 
his ‘Machiavellian policies and methods of violence’ — methods which he had 
himself preached against enemies, but never against fellow-revolutionaries — 
Bakunin gave vent in a few sparse words to the full pain inflicted on him by the 
youth in whom he had seen a model of a Russian revolutionary: ‘How deeply, 
how passionately, how tenderly I loved you and believed in you! You were able, 
and found it useful, to kill this belief in me...’34 

Lopatin visited London in July. Marx heard from him of Nechaev’s murder of 
Ivanov, and details of his relations with Bakunin in Switzerland. In letters to all 
his supporters or correspondents in Europe, Bakunin protested in vain that he 
was himself the victim of Nechaev’s perfidy. 

Swiss police and Russian agents had started looking for Nechaev in March 
1870. But he kept eluding them for more than two years, throughout the drama 
of the Franco-Prussian War, the fall of Napoleon III, the proclamation of the 
republic in Paris under siege, the popular insurrection against the Thiers gov- 
ernment and the establishment of the Paris Commune. The revelation that he 
had posed in Moscow as a representative of the Workers’ International shocked 
Marx, but the news itself was not unwelcome. Gripped for the moment by the 
events of the civil war in France, Marx stored it away in his mind for use against 
Bakunin in their next clash. 

The civil war in beleagured Paris had started on 18 March 1871. The Provi- 
sional Government of Thiers had ordered the National Guard to be disarmed, 
but the Guardsmen, refusing to hand over the guns bought at their own expense, 
drove the government from the city instead. The attempt to disarm the Guard 
was the last straw after Thiers had surrendered Paris, signed away Alsace-Lor- 
raine and started squeezing the people to raise an enormous war indemnity of 5 
billion francs imposed by the Prussian victors. 

Two days after the week-long May massacre in which the Commune was sup- 
pressed, Marx, who had originally supported Bismarck’s war but had since pro- 
tested the Prussian annexation of Alsace-Lorraine, got himself into hot water. In 
an address to the General Council of the International in London he hailed the 
heroism of the working men of Paris who had resisted both the German assault 
and the new tyranny of Thiers’s ‘government of national defection’ in the fol- 
lowing terms: ‘What elasticity, what a capacity for self-sacrifice in these Paris- 
ians!... Working, thinking, fighting, bleeding... to bring about the higher form of 
emancipation to which society is irresistibly driven by its economic forces... 
throwing themselves with heroic resolve to their historic mission.’35 
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Marx’s justification of the rising and his adoption of its toll of 100,000 
Frenchmen killed, maimed or exiled as proof of his class-war theories shocked 
British public opinion. London’s trade unionists were certainly not ready to lay 
down their lives for some ‘historic mission’ chosen for them by Marx. With the 
French press at the same time accusing him of being the ‘chief instigator’ of the 
Commune, Marx wrote to his friend Ludwig Kugelmann on 18 June 1871: ‘I 
have the honour to be at this moment the most calumniated man in London.’ 

The importance of the short-lived Commune was that, for the first time, it 
had shown that the power of the state could be broken. It drew its support from 
the patriotism of Paris as much as from social reformism. Most of the Com- 
mune’s 78 council members were journalists and intellectuals; politically, they 
were Proudhonists and Blanquists opposed to Marx. Only 21 were workers. But 
Marx presented the rising as a ‘new world-historic phase’ in the working-class 
struggle against capitalism; and by paying open homage to its martyrs he helped, 
in the words of Isaiah Berlin, ‘to create a heroic legend of Socialism.’3° 

Bakunin could more justly claim to have played a part in inspiring the rising 
of the Paris Commune. In September 1870, shortly after the capitulation of Napo- 
leon III, Bakunin, realizing the potential for revolution in a country ‘faced with 
mortal danger from within and without’, had rushed to Lyons. France’s second 
largest city had declared itself an independent republic g hours before Paris made 
the claim. Bakunin arrived to find a newly elected but hesitant Municipal Council. 
In short order he staged a mass rally, issued a proclamation abolishing the ‘govern- 
mental machinery of the state’ and called for a congress of départements that 
wished to achieve autonomy and join ‘a Revolutionary Federation of Communes’. 
A few days later, on 28 September, he and a group of supporters forced their way 
into the Hôtel de Ville, determined to present the Municipal: Council with the 
alternative of either accepting the proclamation or resigning. 

The attempted coup ended in a scuffle with two battalions of the National 
Guard, who evicted Bakunin and his men. Marx may have derided this episode 
as the comic fiasco it was, but Bakunin’s spontaneous initiative and direct action 
spoke to the hearts of the Proudhonists and Blanquists who in March 1871 
hastened to proclaim the Paris Commune. They wanted the metropolis to be an 
independent republic united in a loose federation with other autonomous 
French Communes, more or less on the lines proposed by Bakunin. 

Italian and Spanish anarchists took up the slogan of ‘direct action’ and it grad- 
ually spread to members of the Workers’ International in other countries, who 
did not want to wait for the ‘long struggles’ held out by Marx and the historic 
process. From Belgium and Holland, too, came cries objecting to the London 
General Council of the International being run by Marx like his personal fief, 
with the assistance of Engels, a charge supported by the British trade unions. 
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The ‘great battle’ between Marx and Bakunin, as Marx’s wife called it, was 
fought out at the next Congress of the Workers’ International, which opened at 
The Hague in September 1872. Marx proposed to expand the General Council’s 
power by permitting it to expel or suspend federal councils as well as individual 
sections. Bakunin was conspicuous by his absence, having decided not to risk 
arrest in France or Germany on the way to The Hague. But his Swiss lieutenant 
James Guillaume told the congress: ‘Each member group of the International 
retains its full and entire liberty to be affiliated with any secret society.’ Accusing 
the General Council of having become a ‘private autocracy of a few individuals’, 
Guillaume challenged its power to expel or suspend anyone and proposed that 
its functions be curtailed to those of a liaison and correspondence bureau - or 
simply a ‘letter-box’, as Marx ridiculed the idea. 

Twenty Italian sections of the International had chosen a curious way of 
expressing their solidarity with Bakunin by boycotting the Congress. Their mis- 
sing votes helped Marx to win a clear majority investing the General Council 
with the punitive powers he had asked for it. The dirty work of expelling Baku- 
nin was shunted to a Committee of Five which heard evidence in closed sessions 
from Engels, Guillaume and several Swiss and Spanish delegates. On the basis of 
information gathered from Bakunin’s enemies among the Russian émigrés, 
Engels accused him of never having dissolved his secret Alliance but of main- 
taining it as ‘an international within the International’ in order to dominate and 
disorganize the latter. But Guillaume truthfully said that he knew nothing of a 
secret Alliance and two Spaniards explained away a letter in which it was men- 
tioned by saying that it had existed but they were no longer members of it. 

So did the Alliance actually exist? The answer is that it existed in Bakunin’s 
head and in the heads of those few initiates in France, Italy, Spain and the Jura with 
whom he had shared secret codes and false names; but it was not an organization that 
kept records, membership lists or resolutions. The Committee of Five was therefore 
forced to note that, though it might have existed, there was ‘not sufficient proof” of it. 

At this point Marx made an unexpected appearance before the Committee 
and produced a copy of Nechaev’s threatening letter to Liubavin in which he 
had stopped the translation of Das Kapital, allegedly in order to enable Bakunin 
to pocket the publisher’s advance. This letter, Marx later emphasized, ‘did the 
trick’. At his insistence, the previously hesitant Committee now drafted a recom- 
mendation that Bakunin, Guillaume and another Swiss be expelled from the 
International — Bakunin for having ‘fraudulently appropriated another man’s 
wealth’, and the other two for still belonging to a society called Alliance, of 
whose existence the Committee itself could find no proof. 

So in the end Marx had Bakunin expelled — but on the next day he broke up the 
International by unexpectedly proposing to transfer the seat of the General Coun- 
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cil to New York. Although this move produced general consternation, Marx had 
actually planned it since the spring. In a letter written on 28 May 1872 he had 
declared that he could ‘no longer afford to combine two sorts of business’, namely, 
theoretical studies and the ‘commercial concern [the International]... which has its 
ramifications all over the world.’ Indeed, navigating the International, which was 
torn by splits and squabbles, had become an increasingly thankless task. 

Yet the prime reason for Marx’s scuttling the First International was his genu- 
ine fear that even those national groups that were nominally loyal to him were 
about to fall into Bakunin’s hands —a fear that materialized quickly enough when 
the British, Dutch and Belgian sections of it joined a new anti-Marxist Interna- 
tional founded in Switzerland by Bakunin’s Italian, Spanish and Swiss support- 
ers (in his and Guillaume’s presence) on 15 September, within a week of the 
discordant end of the proceedings at the Concordia dancing hall in The Hague. 

Only splinter groups of the First Workers’ International survived for a couple 
of years before they disintegrated. Marx preferred to sabotage and kill the orga- 
nization which not many years earlier he had called ‘this powerful engine in our 
hands’, rather than let it pass into somebody else’s, least of all into those of the 
hated ‘fat Russian’, Bakunin. 

Nechaey, who (when not hiding in Switzerland) had been twice in London 
and for some time also in Paris, was finally caught in Zurich in August 1872 and 
handed over to the Russians. At his trial in Moscow he protested against being 
flogged like a common murderer. As a political émigré he refused to recognize 
either the court or the Tsar and his laws. At his ‘civil execution’ in January 1873 
he shouted that within three years ‘the first Russian guillotine’ would dispose of 
the whole Tsarist camarilla on that very spot. Informed of this, Alexander II 
changed Nechaev’s sentence by a stroke of his pen: instead of being sent to 
Siberia, he was for prudence’s sake to be kept in prison ‘for ever’. 

He was placed in solitary confinement in a section of the Peter-and-Paul 
fortress which housed at the time only one other inmate, a lunatic. He was 
allowed Russian and French books, but was kept strictly incommunicado and 
it took years before his friends discovered that he was not in Siberia, but in the 
St Petersburg fortress across the Neva from the Imperial Palace. He smuggled 
out to them a coded plan for seizing the fortress and setting him free, but this 
came to nothing because of the assassination of the Tsar in 1881. Nechaev died 
a year later, aged 35, not before a large number of his guards had been arrested 
for their alleged part in another plot to help him escape. 


At the end of March 1872, the Russian translation of Das Kapital, started by 


Bakunin and completed by the economist N. Danielson, appeared in St Peters- 
burg. To Marx’s surprise, not only had the Russian censors passed the book — 
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on the ground that the menace represented by its ‘Socialist character’ was offset 
by the fact that its scientific language made it inaccessible to all but a smal] read- 
ership — but of the 3,000 copies published by Polyakov, goo had been sold within 
6 weeks. Upon learning that most Russian journals and newspapers had favour- 
ably discussed his work, which had yet to appear in any of the capitalist countries 
of the West, Marx wrote to Engels: ‘Isn’t it an irony of fate that the Russians, 
whom I have fought for twenty-five-years, always want to be my patrons? They 
run after the most extreme ideas the West has to offer, out of pure gluttony — just 
like Herr Bakunin.’ 

Marx had ridiculed Herzen’s early ‘discovery’ of the Russian moujiks and their 
village communes as ‘a Panslavist attempt to revivify the old, rotten Europe.’ Per- 
sonal rancour and mutual antagonism had kept these two famous expatriates apart 
in London — Marx on one occasion refusing to attend a Chartist banquet because 
of Herzen’s presence — but when Marx decided to learn Russian with the help of a 
dictionary, the first thing he practised on was a section of Herzen’s Memoirs. 

The next thing he read in this manner was The Condition of the Working-Class 
in Russia by N. Flerovsky.37 Marx learned from this book that the emancipation of 
the serfs had ‘accelerated the process of dissolution’ in Russia to the point of a pos- 
sible revolution. He praised the author for his ‘substantial work’, but criticized him 
for believing that the village communes made Russia a ‘perfectible nation’. 

According to Marx’s wife he had ‘begun studying Russian as if it was a matter 
of life and death’ as early as January 1870.38 This urgency stemmed at least in 
part from the multiplying signs of possible turmoil in Russia and his eagerness to 
find out how this bulwark of reaction would behave in a revolution. 

Reading some of Chernyshevsky’s writings in 1872, Marx was pleased to find 
in them mention of a developing struggle in Europe between one class which 
lived ‘off the other’s labour... the other consisting of ninety percent of the 
people.’39 It was, however, to take him years to realize that, much as Cherny- 
shevsky might welcome the collapse of capitalism in Europe, he, like Herzen, 
had found in the village communes of industrially backward Russia a providen- 
tial means enabling her to ‘leap’ over the capitalist stage of maximum industrial 
exploitation stipulated by Marx as a prerequisite for revolution. 

In the spring of 1874 more than 1,000 idealistic Russian youths went to the 
villages, driven by an urge to help the poor and oppressed. They were heeding 
not only Herzen’s 1861 call to ‘go to the people’ but a more recent appeal, To the 
Young Brothers in Russia, published by Bakunin in May 1869. Unlike Herzen, 

who had dreamt of a Socialist Russia, or others who supported student demons- 
trations within the bounds of the law, Bakunin advised the students to leave the 
universities which shackled their minds and stir up a radical upheaval reminis- 
cent of the revolt of peasants and brigands headed in the 17th century by Stenka 
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Razin. Since it was unlikely ‘that there will be another popular hero like Stenka 
Razin’, the educated youth must take on the collective task of liberating the 
people, not as dictators, but as servants of the cause. 

This attempt of the first ‘Populist’ students to start political agitation in the 
villages failed, as the peasants proved to trust the Tsar more than they did the 
students, and over 700 of them, including 158 young women, were arrested. But 
a few years later Populism received an infusion when the defunct Land and 
Liberty organization originally founded by Serno-Soloviev was revived by a 
group of 200 of its veterans who had survived underground. The new Land and 
Liberty took over the old one’s programme of establishing secret cells (consist- 
ing of no more than 5 people each) in the regiments and civil service. 

It was out of such small groups that kept proliferating, dividing and some- 
times reappearing under different names, that Populism slowly developed over 
the next two decades. Comprising both idealists and realists, their number not 
exceeding several thousands, the Populist intelligentsia of the 1870s and ’80s 
seriously debated political, social and philosophical issues, including the moral- 
ity of using force to revolutionize Russia in the best interests of her people, that 
were to preoccupy the empire’s mass parties and their various factions, including 
that of the Bolsheviks. 

In 1873 Peter Lavrov, a member of Land and Liberty and former professor of 
mathematics who had spent 5 years in prison and exile before escaping abroad, 
arrived in Zurich and launched a periodical called Vpered! (Forward!). As the 
leader of the moderate wing of Populism, which advocated action within the 
bounds of the law, Lavrov opposed Bakunin’s idea of ‘spontaneous’ revolution to 
be sparked off by the deeds of a few, and argued that the Russian intelligentsia 
must first establish a broad base among the peasantry and educate it to Socialism 
before instigating a revolution. 

Over this issue Zurich, with its swelling colony of Russian students, saw some 
ugly incidents between Bakuninists and Lavrovists. Zurich was a stronghold of 
Bakunin and his Russian Brotherhood, whose press in 1873 printed his best- 
known collection of essays under the title State and Anarchy. When the first issue 
of Lavrov’s Vpered! appeared about the same time, Bakunin’s entrenched support- 
ers promptly burned copies of it. Soon Lavrov found himself attacked by Peter 
Tkachev, a former associate of Nechaev. Although not involved in the Ivanov 
murder, Tkachev had spent 16 months in jail before making his escape to Geneva. 
Arguing that before long Russia would be so industrialized that the chance of skip- 
ping the capitalist stage of revolution would never return, he accused Lavrov of 
fatally missing this window of opportunity by preaching prolonged educational 
‘propaganda’ among the peasants. To Tkachev, overthrowing Tsarism was a 
matter of ‘now or never’ to be taken in hand by a conspriratorial elite. 
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Lavrov decided to move to London. Tkachev remained in Geneva, but he was 
not finished with Lavrov, and since the latter developed a close relationship with 


Marx, both of them were soon to hear from him. 


At the end of September 1873, just when things seemed to be going his way, 
Bakunin sudenly announced his retirement from public life. His victory over 
Marx had recently been marked by a practically all-European congress of the 
International adopting new ‘anti-authoritarian’ (i.e., anarchist) statutes giving 
its national federations ‘complete autonomy’, while a congress called by the 
Marx-supported General Council of New York proved a fiasco. 

There was hardly one among the steady influx of Russian students in Switz- 
erland who had not heard of Bakunin, and after talking to him they felt, as one 
young woman reported, ‘convulsed, like the sea after the passage of a steamer.’ 
Prince Kropotkin, the scientist and philosopher, was so impressed during a visit 
to Switzerland by Bakunin’s ‘important work in the Jura’ that he became an 
active and life-long anarchist. 

Bakunin’s renunciation of politics came in the wake of the publication by the 
Journal de Genéve of a pamphlet sent to it from London (anonymously) by 
Engels and Lafargue (Marx’s son-in-law), rehashing their version of Bakunin’s 
ruinous influence on the International. In an angry response published on 26 
September Bakunin, professing to be ‘profoundly disgusted’ with Marx’s con- 
stant slander of him and public life in general, wrote that since he was 60 and not 
getting any younger, he left it to younger men ‘to go on rolling Sisyphus’s stone 
against the triumphant forces of reaction.’ 

The old warrior was in fact frustrated by his Russian Brotherhood splitting 
up because of quarrels among his lieutenants. His health too, undermined by 
years in prison, was swiftly deteriorating. But indications are that his announce- 
ment was not unconnected with his having moved in August to an old villa 
outside Locarno — the Villa Baronata, bought for him by one of his most devoted 
supporters, Carlo Cafiero, for the express purpose of his redesigning it as a secret 
revolutionary meeting place, complete with an arms cache, hidden tunnels and 
escape routes. Bakunin was delighted to hear that, posing as a peaceful Swiss 
bourgeois gentleman, he was to serve as a ‘mask’ for the whole undertaking. To 
believe Guillaume,*° his letter to the Journal de Genève was actually the first 
gambit in a plan designed to earn him citizenship as a safeguard against expul- 
sion (a dreaded prospect revived by the extradition of Nechaev) while also 
serving his pose as lord of the Baronata estate. 

As for his attacking Marx in that letter, Bakunin still fumed at Marx’s expo- 
sure of the fact that the secret echelon of his double-layered Alliance - which 
proposed to build a world free of any authoritarianism - was structured as a dic- 
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tatorship of one man, ‘le citoyen B.™! In revenge, Bakunin during the summer, 
in his State and Anarchy, had taken a nasty anti-Semitic swipe at Marx by writing 
that, ‘like Jehovah, the Lord God of his ancestors, he is extremely vain and ambi- 
tious, quarrelsome, intolerant and absolutist. ..”42 

In this and another of his last works, The Knouto-Germanic Empire, published 
in 1872, Bakunin disputed Marx’s thesis that the revolution would come first in 
the economically most advanced countries. On the contrary, it might erupt like a 
sudden cataclysm in the non-civilized countries —as it was indeed to do in Russia, 
China and Vietnam — where the wretched and illiterate masses bore within them- 
selves, ‘in their passions, in their instincts, in the miseries of their collective situ- 
ation all the germs of future Socialism.’ 

In a remarkable perception of the temptations of power, to which he was 
himself prone, Bakunin wrote: ‘The nature of man is such that, given power over 
others, he will invariably oppress them... Place the most radical revolutionary 
upon the all-Russian throne... and within a year he will have become worse than 
the emperor himself.’43 And in an equally memorable passage of State and Anar- 
chy he wrote that the revolutionary scenario proposed by Marx in the name of 
‘science’ would be the worst. 

Marx’s riposte to this and other charges took a curious form. There had been 
much public mud-slinging between him and the Russian. In 1874, however, 
when he obtained a copy of State and Anarchy in the original Russian, he read it 
carefully, made long excerpts from it, and took its argument so seriously as to 
refute it with notes in the margins, notes interspersed with such exclamations as 
‘Non, mon cher!’ as if he were engaged in a mute dialogue with a misguided 
adversary he had come to respect. 

Against Bakunin’s charge that he was an authoritarian who meant to impose 
on the masses the will of a small élite of genuine scientists, Marx wrote that he 
had never used the term ‘scientific Socialism’ except in contrast to utopian 
Socialists who misled the people with their unrealistic fantasies. 

Commenting on a passage in which Bakunin had said that, unlike the slow- 
moving Germans, the ‘anarchist’ Slav peoples sought their life and freedom not 
within the state, but ‘outside the state... by an all-embracing popular revolt against 
every state through social revolution’, Marx wrote in one of these notes not meant 
for publication that Bakunin ‘would like the European social revolution, whose 
economic basis is capitalist production, to take place at the level of the Russian or 
Slav agrarian peoples and pastoral tribes.’ And he made a point of noting for the 
nth time that social revolution was possible ‘only where the industrial proletariat 
under capitalist production has assumed a significant position in the masses.’ +H 

Lavrov made Marx’s acquaintance shortly after his arrival in London in the 
spring of 1874. The two met often, and Lavrov’s bi-weekly Vpered! was to become 
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one of Marx’s chief sources of information on Russian politics and literature. 
Lavrov approved of Marx’s ideas as a cure-all for the social ills of the West, but it 
was to take Marx time to realize that Lavrov saw in capitalist development and the 
creation of a miserable proletariat an evil which Russia had to avoid like the plague. 

When Peter Tkachev had a pamphlet published in London,# in which he 
again chided Lavrov for maintaining that Russia’s peasants needed a long 
preparatory period of indoctrination, Engels took Lavrov’s side. Tkachev hav- 
ing written that ‘revolutions are prepared by exploiters, capitalists, landowners, 
priests, police officials... Revolutionaries do not prepare, they make revolutions’, 
Engels publicly dismissed him as a Bakuninist. Tkachev’s response was an 
‘Open Letter to Engels’ in which he claimed that Russia would more quickly 
produce a social revolution than Western Europe because, although she had no 
proletariat, ‘she has no bourgeoisie either’. With the polemic going on into 1875, 
Marx had Engels lash into Tkachev by writing that he still had ‘to learn the ABC 
of Socialism’.*® 

In a sharp rejoinder to Engels’s patronizing remark that he should accept his 
criticism as well-meant European advice, Tkachev asked him to think what 
would be the effect produced on Germans ‘by a lesson given by a Chinese or 
Japanese who had by chance learned German but who had never been to Ger- 
many... and who had conceived the idea of teaching German revolutionaries, 
from the height of his Chinese or Japanese majesty, what they ought to do.’47 

Tkachev was to become the chief theorist of Russian terrorism and the idea of 
overthrowing Tsarism by means of a coup d’état. Although, and perhaps pre- 
cisely because, he was one of the few Russians who had read Marx’s neglected 
Critique of Political Economy, he too was determined to prevent the growth of 
capitalism in Russia. 

But at the time, he had only a handful of ‘Jacobin’ followers in Geneva. His 
radicalism made even Bakunin’s partisans recoil and accuse him of trying ‘to 
drag them into the millennium by the scruff of their necks.’#8 And his claim that 
Russia would have a social revolution before the capitalist West struck Marx and 
Engels as so much nonsense. For according to their ‘ABC of Socialism’, it was the 
industrialized West, led by England, that would show Russia and other countries 
‘the image of their own future’. 


On 21 January 1875, Moses Hess celebrated his 63rd birthday at a dinner fol- 
lowed by a reception in Paris, from which he and his wife had been expelled as 
enemy aliens at the start of the Franco-Prussian War. They had been allowed to 
return in December 1871, having spent the interval in Belgium, where Hess pub- 
lished a series of articles that read today like a scenario of World War II and its 
aftermath. Warning that the new Prussified German Reich would make an all- 
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out attempt to establish German racial hegemony by force of arms, suppressing 
every freedom and national independence in Europe and putting the clock back 
by a century, he predicted that Russia, having shaken off Tsarism, would unite 
with the West to defeat Germany, and the Slavs would eventually march over 
Prussia’s body to recover their former territories ‘up to the river Elbe’. Hess, the 
man of whom it has been said that he was ‘more attuned’ than Marx to the Zeit- 
geist of the 19th and zoth centuries, then wrote that the Western nations, ‘which 
will include Germany — once it is free from Prussian militarism’ — would ulti- 
mately form ‘a free confederation’ and become ‘the allies of the United States of 
America.49 

Hess nearly died of a stroke at the beginning of March 1875, but recovered 
briefly and brimmed with satisfaction when the sculptor Pau! Kersten read him 
the draft of the ‘Gotha Programme’ for the forthcoming union —at a conference 
to be held in Gotha — of his and Lassalle’s Deutscher Allgemeiner Arbeiter- 
verein with the younger Socialist party led by Bebel and Liebknecht. 

In London, Marx was at that time preparing his Critique of the Gotha Prog- 
ramme. Refusing to have any truck with the Arbeiterverein, he had little popular 
support in Bismarck’s patriotic Germany. 

The new men, Liebknecht and Bebel, were associates of Marx, but they had 
risen in Germany by their own power in elections, and their contacts with him 
had weakened while they had gone to jail for protesting against the invasion of 
France. And now Liebknecht (whom Marx had described at one time as his ‘only 
reliable contact in Germany’) and Bebel had decided on a joint programme with 
the Arbeiterverein without even consulting him. Marx was furious. 

Scrutinizing the unification programme as if he were the godfather of the new 
party, Marx - among many critical comments throwing light on what in the mid- 
2oth century the editors of his own works were to call ‘scientific Communism’>° - 
made the point that it would take time before equality reigned in his Communist 
state of the future. There would be a transitional period during which ‘differ- 
ences of physical or intellectual ability will continue. Different men doing differ- 
ent labour will create different values — giving them different, not equal rights.’ 
Only a higher phase of Communist society, putting an end to the division of 
labour and the conflict between physical and mental work, would produce the 
wealth enabling society to overstep the narrow horizon of bourgeois rights and to 
proclaim on its banners: ‘From each according to his ability, to each according to 
his needs!’ 

The most important paragraph in Marx’s Critique of the Gotha Programme, 
which he condemned wholesale for being ‘tainted through and through’ by the 
ideas of Lassalle, was one in which he said that during the transitional period 
there would bea ‘revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat’ .>* 
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Liebknecht did not show Marx’s strictures to Bebel and the ‘Gotha Prog- 
ramme’ was adopted by the eponymous Congress in late May 1875 with only 
minor alterations. Although Hess did not know this when he died in Paris on 6 
April, he felt that the campaign for universal suffrage which he had waged by the 
side of Lassalle was changing German political life. Indeed, the Social Democra- 
tic Party born at Gotha was before long to become the largest of Germany’s 6 
political parties, garnering 31% of all electoral votes. 

The veteran Socialist, one-time apostle of Communism and new-fangled 
prophet of Zionism never dreamt that these two movements would celebrate 
their separate triumphs in exactly the same week in 1917 - the former in the 
Bolshevik Revolution which installed a Marxist-Leninist regime in the Soviet 
Union, and the latter in the Balfour Declaration, which granted the Jews a 
national home in Palestine. And it was well beyond his grasp that by the end of 
the zoth century the Jewish homeland, restored in a unique phenomenon after 
two destructions and a hiatus of nearly 2,000 years, would have outlasted the 
former and the collapse of all the statues of Marx, his one-time friend. 

Hess was buried (at his request) next to his parents at Deutz, across the Rhine 
from Cologne, where German Socialists some time later engraved on his tomb- 
stone the inscription ‘Father of German Social Democracy’. In 1961 the State of 
Israel transferred his remains and reinterred them at Kinneret, a Socialist 
kibbutz overlooking Lake Galilee.5? 


At Locarno, in July 1874, the Villa Baronata project had come crashing down on all 
sides, and throughout 1875 everything Bakunin touched seemed to backfire. First 
Cafiero, upon finding that Bakunin and the contractor had exhausted his money 
on road-building, orchards and an extravagant plan to establish a commune that 
would take some years to become self-supporting, refused any further financing. 

To compound matters, Bakunin had made his wife Antonia (who had been in 
Siberia since 1872) believe that he had bought Baronata with money from his 
inheritance and now she and her family of 6 (including 3 children and her 
parents) were on their way to join him at the ‘paradise’ they thought he had pre- 
pared for them. Not having the heart to face her with ‘first news of the catastro- 
phe in store’, Bakunin signed over Baronata to Cafiero against his promise to 
care for Antonia and her family ‘after my death’ and went off to join a group of 
conspirators planning an insurrection in Bologna. 

In Bologna he was given the name “Tamburini’, and spent a week in hiding. 
But due to the arrest of one of the chief conspirators, the revolution was crushed 
before it was supposed to start on the night of 7 August, and instead of dying a 
hero’s death Bakunin was led to another hide-out and smuggled out three days 
later disguised as a country priest carrying a basket of eggs. 
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At Locarno, Cafiero’s men had bluntly told Antonia that Baronata belonged 
to ‘the revolution’, and not to her. While she left in a huff, Bakunin, stranded in 
another corner of Switzerland, was down and out for weeks before Caficro res- 
cued him with a small sum. 

It was a changed Bakunin who eventually arrived at Lugano, where Antonia 
and the rest of her family had set up a new home. Not only was he chastened by 
the humiliations he had suffered and the way he had messed up his life, but he 
seemed physically as well as mentally broken. Under Antonia’s care, however, 
he recovered, and quickly became the centre of a new circle of friends, mostly 
Italian, French, and Russian political refugees. According to one of them, he 
would spend the morning meeting them at a café in town, would sleep in the 
afternoon and at 8 p.m. ‘he would appear in Antonia’s drawing room and regale 
her guests with stories of his past exploits. At midnight he retired, and would 
read or write half the night.’53 

He had given up any form of political activity because, as he wrote to Ogarev, 
triumphant ‘Bismarckism, i.e., the military, police, and financial monopolies, 
merged into a single system calling itself the modern state’, required fresh young 
forces to fight it. Already in State and Anarchy he had struck a pessimistic note 
by remarking that ‘the masses have left themselves to be profoundly demoral- 
ized, subjugated, if not to say castrated by the harmful effects of the civilization 
of the state.’ Now he proclaimed in a letter to Elisée Reclus: “There remains one 
hope: world war. These immense militarized states must surely sooner or later 
destroy each other, devour each other. But what a prospect!’5+ 

In February 1875, upon hearing from Antonia’s sister Sophia — who had 
gone to Russia to help him obtain his long-expected inheritance from Premu- 
khino — that his brothers had agreed to let her sell a forest as his part of the inher- 
itance, Bakunin bought the large and handsome Villa Bresso on the outskirts of 
Lugano. Determined to build a ‘paradise’ for Antonia on the model of Premu- 
khino, he felled trees, planted new ones and dug trenches. But he used excessive 
quantities of fertilizer which ruined the soil and made the whole garden look like 
a desert. 

‘Before entering paradise one must go through purgatory,’ a resigned Baku- 
nin, still hoping that the sale of his Russian forest would make him a rich man, 
consoled himself as the first of his mortgage payments became due. With the 
help of Gambuzzi (the father of Antonia’s children, who lived in Naples but had 
a bed reserved for him in her Lugano guest room), he managed to stave off his 
chief Neapolitan creditor for a while. 

In December he finally moved with Antonia and her three children into the 
Villa Bresso. The day marked the successful accomplishment, against all odds, of 
the last project he ever embarked on. Alas, at the beginning of May 1876 disaster 
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struck. Sophia returned from Russia with 7,000 roubles. Together with 1,000 
she had sent in March, this was all she had obtained for the forest-land repre- 
senting his entire inheritance. It was much less than either she or Bakunin had 
expected, and not enough to cover the outstanding part of the mortgage and 
prevent its foreclosure. After much discussion at a council meeting of the 
extended family, including Gambuzzi, it was decided that they should all move 
to the latter’s place in Naples. 

Antonia left first. Bakunin was to wait in Switzerland until she obtained for 
him the necessary permission to live in Naples. His health had taken a turn for 
the worse earlier that spring, but about the same time something good had hap- 
pened to him. This was the arrival in Lugano of Alexandra Weber, a young 
Russian student who had Socialist inclinations and, having heard of the famous 
Bakunin, became a regular visitor at the Villa Bresso. He enjoyed the distraction 
and relief she brought. ‘Suffering kidney, bladder and prostate disorders, he 
almost never slept and at times did not manage the stairway... The only way he 
was able to get some relief when the attacks came was by bending, stretched over 
a table, feet on the ground.’>5 

An Italian working man whom he had met during the Bologna insurrection, 
and a couple of others who had been fascinated by his tales of revolution, took 
turns mornings and evenings to help him dress and undress. In a moving 
account of his fortitude during the closing months of his life, Alexandra Weber 
noted that in between his physical misery and mental stress he was his usual 
jocular self. She stressed that although Antonia sometimes treated him with 
indifference, he was ‘an indulgent father to his wife and a gentle grandfather to 
her children,’ with whom he liked to play. When his pains eased he read and 
wrote, rolled cigarettes, drank huge quantities of tea and talked of dictating his 
memoirs to Alexandra. But most of all he liked to talk about his childhood and 
youth at Premukhino. Even the frogs in the Italian garden reminded him of the 
musical croaking that had filled the air on his father’s estate on happy summer 
evenings. He had never known such happiness again. 

On 13 June, a few days after Antonia had left for Naples, Bakunin travelled to 
Berne to see Dr Vogt about his medical problems. The doctor met him at the 
station and took him straight to the hospital. He spent the next fortnight there, 
discussing music and philosophy with his old friend Reichel — ‘the world will 
perish, but the Ninth Symphony will remain,’ was one of his last remarks — 
before his strength gave out. 

He died on 1 July 1876, a disillusioned man who left behind a powerful myth 
of heroic suffering comparable to that inspiring the cult of Che Guevara in 
our own day. The 1968 revolt of the young led by Daniel Cohn-Bendit and the 
practically simultaneous American ‘counter-culture’ had in common the use of 
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violence and other elements of ‘direct action’ 4 la Bakunin. In 1971 James Joll, 
remarking on the ease with which Herbert Marcuse’s ‘liberating function of 
negation’ was transferable from the philosophical to the practical plane, wrote: 
“This is perhaps why it is Bakunin among the classical anarchist thinkers who has 
most strongly captured the imagination of the contemporary revolutionaries.’ 
Arthur Mendel, pondering the specific question ‘why Bakunin’s example and 
words have for so long had so great an influence on the world’s intelligentsia,’ 
came up with another explanation: ‘One only has to recall those elite rebels of the 
late 1960s who retreated into peaceful realms’ of contemplative beauty, 


while at the same time idolizing the world’s most violent revolution- 
ary activists — Ho, Che, Mao — and posting large icons of them on 
their walls... Uncompromising individualists, they demanded com- 
plete freedom for themselves, yet lovingly extolled totalitarian soci- 
eties which made such individualism and such freedom their first 
victims. 


Bakunin too, in Mendel’s view, wanted most of all ‘to remain apart, yet appear to 
be courageously committed,’ a posture allowing him to transmute impotence 
into omnipotence. Though unmasking Bakunin’s heroic performances as ‘the- 
atrical acts’, Mendel made an important point by stressing that while the succes- 
sive secret organizations which Bakunin kept conceiving remained chiefly 
‘notebook phantasies’ whose violent rethoric did little harm, ‘it was just such 
organizational plans as these that were later to be adopted by Lenin and that 
helped establish the foundations for Soviet party dictatorship.’57 


With Lassalle, Hess and Bakunin all gone, Marx in 1876 had the field to himself. 
For the next two years he went on working on Volumes IT and III of Das Kapital. 
But having knowingly sacrificed his health, happiness and his whole family to 
this work, which was posthumously to make him immortal, he gradually let go 
of it in or about 1878, to spend the remaining 5 years of his life as a gentleman 
travelling in search of a cure — on the Isle of Wight, in Algiers, at Karlsbad 
(4 times) and other European watering places. During these years the prophet of 
wrath and domineering ‘self-god’ mellowed somewhat. He enjoyed watching the 
international life at these health resorts and impressed nearly everyone he met 
with his wide-ranging and witty conversation. 

To a lady who in the course of a political discussion wondered who in the 
future Marxist state would do all the menial jobs and then said to him, ‘I cannot 
imagine you, with your refined tastes and aristocratic manners, living in an egali- 


tarian society,’ Marx is said to have replied: ‘Neither can I. Those times will 


8 
come, but we must by then be gone.’5 
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But Marx was still alive and as alert as ever in 1879, when Peter Tkachev broke 
away from Land and Liberty in Russia and formed his own clandestine organiza- 
tion —The People’s Will — of revolutionaries dedicated to armed combat. 

Although Tkachev took some of his ideas from Bakunin, he did not heed 
Bakunin’s call for the destruction of the state and its evils, Rather, the tightly 
knit and disciplined People’s Will aimed at seizing the power concentrated in 
the state. Having reached the conclusion that in an empire of absolute despot- 
ism no social reform could be contemplated unless the despot himself was first 
removed, Tkachev’s latest strategy was to overthrow Tsarism by a military 
putsch and then to attack the social question. But at the heart of his scheme to 
save Russia by force was the village commune. 

The commune, or obschina, was like a lodestar which had drawn Populists of 
all shadings — the followers of Herzen and Chernyshevsky, Bakuninists and 
Lavrovists, Westerners, Slavophiles, constitutionalists as well as the radical and 
moderates of the now split Land and Liberty — to unite around the basic idea that 
Russia must and could bypass the evils of capitalist exploitation. 

Between 1879 and 1881 The People’s Will staged 7 attempts on the life of 
Tsar Alexander II. Six of them failed. But although the active nucleus of The 
People’s Will is said to have consisted of no more than 40 members, they 
managed to defy and terrorize the forces of the mighty Russian empire; and the 
seventh attempt was to result in the assassination of the Tsar. 

Georgy Plekhanov, one of the leaders of Land and Liberty who opposed this 
strategy of violence and regicide, watched the constant arrests, executions and 
serial attentats with horror. As his faction lost ground, he emigrated with a 
number of his faithfuls to Switzerland, where he discovered Marx’s writings 
and theory of Communism. 

Marx himself in 1881, after a decade of studying Russian, was in his old age 
to find himself desperately trying to puzzle out developments in Russia which 
threatened to disprove his work and theories of a lifetime. He was drawn into the 
dispute over Russian revolutionary strategy and tactics in February of that year, 
when he received a letter from Switzerland. In it Vera Zasulich, a noble-born 
Russian activist who had joined Plekhanov in Geneva, asked for Marx’s autho- 
ritative opinion on the question whether her country’s village communes could 
play a role in the development of Socialism: ‘We hear it said that the rural com- 
mune is an archaic form condemned to perish by history, scientific Socialism 
and, in short, everything above debate. Those who preach such a view call them- 
selves your disciples par excellence: “Marksists”.’ 

Marx had said nothing about Russia or her communes in Das Kapital, and the 
first Russian ‘Marxists’ in Switzerland were in a quandary as to how to square 
their Populist faith in the village people with his exclusive reliance on the indus- 
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trial proletariat. Zasulich, the heroine of a famous political trial (she had shot the 
St Petersburg Governor Trepov, and been sensationally acquitted), wanted to 
know whether it was really ‘historically necessary for every country in the world 
to pass through all the phases of capitalist production.’ This was a ‘life-and-death 
question’ for her and her comrades, for if the commune was destined to perish all 
that remained for them was to calculate how many decades or centuries ‘it will 
take capitalism in Russia to reach the level of development in Western Europe.”°? 

But Russia continued to present Marx with a great insoluble enigma. Struggl- 
ing for three weeks with Zasulich’s question, he wrote out 5 drafts before he sent 
her a sketchy and guarded reply on 8 March. In what Edmund Wilson has called 
‘perhaps the last vital flicker of his mind,’ he wrote that ‘my so-called theory’ (sic!) 
limited ‘historical inevitability’ to Western Europe. The peasant commune, he 
added, might become the ‘fulcrum of Russia’s social revival, but one would first 
have to protect it from the [capitalist] onslaught assailing it from every direction.” 

Five days later, Tsar Alexander II was killed in St Petersburg by a terrorist 
assassin of The People’s Will who threw a bomb at his carriage as it was driving 
along the Catherine Canal. On 11 April Marx wrote to his daughter Jenny(chen) 
Longuet that Tkachev’s men who were on trial in St Petersburg were ‘sterling’ 
people: ‘Far from preaching tyrannicide as a theory or panacea, they are trying on 
the contrary to teach Europe that their modus operandi is a specifically Russian, 
historically inevitable way of action... For this they should not be moraiized — for 
or against — any more than one can moralize the earthquake in Chios.”®! 

Was this just another flicker of his weakening mind, or a dramatic about-face 
after years of regarding Russia as a ‘barbarian’ monolith? That it was the latter 
was the view reached in 1984 by the Japanese scholar Haruki Wada and by 
Teodor Shani, who wrote, respectively, that Marx had begun to ‘perceive the 
structure unique to backward capitalism’; and that he suddenly realized that 
industrial England could no longer ‘show to the less developed’ Russia ‘the 
image of its own future.’ 

According to the two, Marx’s new ‘mindset’ was the result of his increased 
contacts with Russian radicals and of the intensive study he devoted to the 
peasant commune in his drafts of the letter to Zasulich. Wada, though, admitted 
that by the end of 1881 Marx, whose wife had died, ‘was completely exhausted, 
mentally and physically’. In this condition, in February 1882, he put his signa- 
ture to some lines in a preface written by Engels to the second Russian edition of 
The Communist Manifesto printed in the same year in Geneva. The lines, differ- 
ing from his letter to Zasulich, read: ‘If the Russian revolution becomes the 
signal for a proletarian revolution in the West, so that both complement can 
other, the present Russian common ownership of land may serve as the starting 


: 6 
point of Communist development.” 
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It was a time of great confusion. Within two years of the Tsar’s assassination, 
the active nucleus of The People’s Will was wiped out in a massive manhunt. 
(Tkachev, who never returned to Russia, ended up in a French mental clinic, 
where he died in 1885.) Plekhanov, who was only 25 but soon to become the 
founding father of Russian Marxism, published two pamphlets in which —ironi- 
cally contradicting Marx and Engels — he warned the Populists that the peasant 
communes offered no way of bypassing the ‘historically inevitable’ capitalist 
phase in Russia or anywhere. Plekhanov’s band of Marxists in Switzerland was at 
the time so small that boating with them on the Lake of Geneva he jokingly said: 
‘Be careful, if we drown, Russian Socialism will perish. 64 

It was only in the 1890s that Marxism began to spread in Russia and to con- 
tend with the Socialist Revolutionary Party. Another offspring of Populism was 
the Russian Social Democratic Party, which later split into two factions, Men- 


sheviks and Bolsheviks. 


Marx died sitting in his chair on 14 March 1883. He was buried on the 17th next 
to his wife — whose funeral 15 months earlier he had been too ill to attend — in a 
remote corner of Highgate Cemetery.65 He had published nothing of impor- 
tance for more than a decade, but left behind 30,000 pages of notes. 

A small group of mourners heard Engels declare at his graveside: ‘Just as Dar- 
win discovered the law of development of organic nature, so Marx discovered the 
law of development of human history.” This law, like the supposedly scientific 
‘materialist conception of history’ — which Engels began to spin in 1859 out of 
what Marx merely called a ‘guiding thread’ and then further elaborated in 1878 
in his Anti-Diihring and went on propagating after Marx’s death — was more of 
Engels’s than Marx’s making. Marx used the term ‘materialist conception of his- 
tory’ in 1845-46 in The German Ideology, but he never followed up with a detailed 
formulation of it. The only discoveries Marx himself ever took credit for were 
those he listed in a famous letter under three headings: 


What I did for the first time was show 1) that the existence of classes is 
simply linked to particular historic phases of the development of pro- 
duction; 2) that the class struggle necessarily leads to the dictatorship 
of the proletariat; 3) that this dictatorship itself is merely the transi- 
tion to the abolition of all classes and to a classless society. °7 


Marx also strongly objected to the word ‘Marxism’, which was originally coined 
by his Bakuninist and other opponents to deride his theories. Although he more 
than once denied being a ‘Marxist’, and half a year before his death let Engels 
know how much the term sickened him, Engels launched ‘Marxism’ in 1889 as 
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the over-all name for Marx’s teaching because, he limply explained, he could 
think of ‘no other name just as short.’ 

To the first two generations of Marxists the chief authority on Marx’s ideas 
was Engels, In 1920, in fact, Max Adler called Engels ‘the man who perfected and 
crowned Marxism’ by ‘systematizing’ Marx’s thought and enlarging it ‘into a 
world-view.’ The later debate on the question whether there was a ‘break’ between 
the young and the mature Marx was to culminate a century after his death in 
scholarly attempts to separate Marx’s ideas from those of Engels, his ‘co-prophet 
and intellectual alter ego’. In 1981 Maximilien Rubel, a leading proponent of the 
“nner unity’ of Marx’s thought and of his image as a servant of mankind whose 
‘utopian-ethical’ approach always prevailed over his scientific and rationalist 
side, wrote that Engels — through various distortions, misunderstandings and 
omissions in the process of editing Marx’s writings — created ‘a mythology des- 
tined to dominate the history of the zoth century’, one that, under the name of 
‘Marxism’, became an authoritarian ideology and ‘particularly in its Leninist and 
Maoist versions... developed a system of state-capitalism combining the traits of 
the most advanced industrialism with the characteristics of the most inhuman 
political absolutism.” 

In 1984 Bruce Mazlich countered with the argument that Marxism ‘changed 
significantly, not only after Marx, but after Engels, Kautsky, etc., just as Chris- 
tianity changed after Christ’; and that ‘in practice, Marx tended to confuse the 
party of mankind with himself, and was intolerant of those who did not agree 
with this identification.’7° 

The debate had by then branched out into such questions as whether ‘Lenin- 
ism would have been inconceivable without Marx’,?' or whether Lenin’s totali- 
tarian regime was a ‘perversion or misunderstanding of Marxism’. Shortly 
after David Lovell in 19847? and David Conway in 1987 (in A Farewell to Marx) 
had both exonerated Marx of any totalitarian tendencies, the collapse of the 
Communist-ruled Soviet colossus brought to light a totally new image of a 
cruel Lenin who, long before Stalin’s known crimes and his extermination of 
whole populations, had instituted terrorism and genocide as Soviet state 
policy. 

In October 1996 Richard Pipes} published a series of documents revealing 
that, as early as in August 1918, less than a year after the Bolshevik seizure of 
power, Lenin ordered his comrades in the Penza province 


to hang (hang without fail so the people see) no fewer than 100 known 
kulaks, rich men, bloodsuckers; to publish their names; to take from 
them all the grain; to designate hostages... Do it in such a way that for 
hundreds of versts [i.e. hundreds of kilometres] around, the people 
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will see, tremble, know, shout: they are strangling and will strangle to 
death the bloodsucker kulaks.7+ 


This was only the prelude to another directive a few weeks later in which Lenin 
set up a commission whose task was ‘secretly —and urgently — to prepare the [Red] 
Terror’, which the Soviet government launched in the first week of September 
1918.75 

The most shocking document published by Richard Pipes is Lenin’s ‘top 
secret’ letter of 19 March 1922 instructing Molotov not only to crush Russia’s 
Orthodox Church and rob it of its sacred vessels and other treasures, but 


impressing on him that 


It is precisely now, and only now, when in the starving regions people 
are eating human flesh, and hundreds if not thousands of corpses are 
littering the roads, that we can (and therefore must) carry out the con- 
fiscation of church valuables with the most savage and merciless 
energy...s0 as to secure for ourselves a fund of several million gold 
roubles...(and perhaps several billions) and this can be done success- 


fully only now. 


Following the killing of several civilians trying to protect a church at Shuia from 
soldiers looting it, Lenin in this letter twice stressed that the pillaging of the 
valuables ‘of the richest abbeys, monasteries and churches’ must be conducted 
‘with such brutality [and] merciless determination stopping at nothing’ that no 
one will dare ‘even to think of any resistance for decades to come.’ 

The Politburo was therefore to give a detailed ‘directive to the judicial author- 
ities, also verbal’, that the trial of the Shuia rebels - to be charged with resisting 
aid to the hungry - must end ‘in no other way than execution by firing squad of a 
very large number of the most influential and dangerous’ clerics and bourgeois 
reactionaries. For good measure, Lenin added that the more that were executed 
‘the better’.7° 

According to one estimate, more than 8,000 people were shot as a result of 
Lenin’s letter. Amazingly, this letter was smuggled out of Russia and published 
in 1970 in Paris, but its authenticity was widely doubted because the cruel streak 
revealed by Lenin’s brutal instruction contradicted the ‘soft’ image of Lenin the 
‘democrat’ long fostered by some historians in the West. Not before the publica- 
tion of the letter in April 1990 in the official newspaper Izvestia were these 
doubts dispelled. 

In 1849 Marx, publicly branding the reactionary monarchs of his time as 
‘royal terrorists’ for their brutal suppression of that year’s revolutions, had jus- 
tified the use of the same weapon against them. Promising revenge, he had 
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declared: ‘We also are ruthless... When our turn comes we will not conceal our 


terrorism.’ But Marx was a theorist. He never had a state apparatus at his dis- 
posal. After writing the above lines in May 1849 he had briefly associated in 
London with the followers of the French arch-conspirator Blanqui, but had 
severed relations with them as soon as he realized that all they could think of was 
to seize ‘power at once’ by means of conspiracy and incendiary bombs. Marx was 
against these means for instant revolution. The victory of the reaction in 1848- 
49 had taught him that it would take decades to educate the proletariat to their 
‘class interest’ and long-term task. 

Since then he had discovered that beneath the stark facade of the reactionary 
Tsarist Empire there functioned a powerhouse of ideas in which serious intellec- 
tuals were at work to produce a social model that might enable Russia to show the 
West the ‘image of its future’, rather than vice-versa. But there is nota person in 
the world who can tell exactly at which point in 1881 Marx’s mind began to work 
in flickers, and his private remark to his daughter about the ‘sterling’ men stand- 
ing trial in St Petersburg hardly means that he had adopted their ‘specifically 
Russian’ modus operandi (i.e. terrorism) into his own programme. It means at 
most that he had come to realize — as he wrote on 22 February 1881, again pri- 
vately — that there could be no universal blueprint for revolutions. ‘The unique 
conditions prevailing in each country will directly bring forth the next modus 
operandi.’77 

On 29 April, some 6 weeks after the assassination of the Tsar, Marx, congrat- 
ulating Jennychen on the birth of a fourth son, could not help expressing his 
Weltanschauung by writing: ‘Children born today have before them the most rev- 
olutionary period which human beings ever had to live in.’ But having retired 
from public life, he went on in the manner of a mere bystander: ‘It is not good to 
be so old that one is capable only of foreseeing and not of seeing.’ 

Old Marx could hear the hoofbeats of the Horsemen of the Apocalypse, but 
what he neither saw nor could foresee before he died in 1883 was that in March 
1887 a new cell of the decimated People’s Will, formed by 7 young idealists, 
would plot to assassinate the next Tsar. Lenin (then still Vladimir Ilyich Ulya- 
nov) was 17 when his brother Alexander, who was 21, was hanged for taking part 
in the abortive conspiracy. ‘We have never rejected terror on principle,’ Lenin 
wrote in 1901. ‘At certain moments of the battle it may even be essential.’ To 
have thought otherwise would have meant to reject his brother’s proud stand in 
court and the tradition of heroic martyrdom which had inspired his small band 
of conspirators to plan their attempted coup to coincide with the sixth anniver- 
sary of the assassination of Alexander III’s father. 

In Germany, at the turn of the century, even the Marxist wing of the Social 
Democratic Party, relying on its increasing strength in the Reichstag to achieve 
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democratic parliamentary reforms, had abandoned Marx’s concept of the ‘dicta- 
torship of the proletariat’. Brooding for 25 years since 1850 over the question how 
capitalist society was to be transformed into a Communist one, Marx had written 
in his Critique of the Gotha Programme that this period of revolutionary transfor- 
mation involved a corresponding political period of transition during which the 
state could be nothing else than a revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat. 

It was for the seventeenth time that he mentioned ‘the dictatorship of the pro- 
letariat’ in one or another context, without ever specifying whether this term 
implied minority rule by the proletariat under all circumstances, or would allow 
bourgeois opposition at least in politically advanced ‘democratic’ countries,7® 

Lenin, a man with a great talent for simplifying things, cut through Marx’s 
ambiguities. When the Austrian Social Democrat Karl Kautsky maintained that 
by dictatorship Marx had simply meant ‘rule’ of the proletariat and accused 
Lenin of wishing to introduce an oligarchic system of goverment like that of ‘the 
Jesuits in Paraguay who had governed the Indians’, Lenin replied: ‘Dictatorship is 
an authority relying directly upon force, and not bound by any laws. The revolu- 
tionary dictatorship of the proletariat is an authority maintained by the proletariat 
by means of force over and against the bourgeoisie, and not bound by any laws.79 

As for the ‘broad principles of democracy’, this was something the Socialists 
in Germany — where they enjoyed the privilege of holding public party con- 
gresses — could toy with. In Russia, however, where Marxism had come asa god- 
send to the divided Populist groups operating in secret under the heel of the 
Tsarist autocracy in the 18gos, they could, in Lenin’s words, ill afford such ‘lux- 
ury’. Alternately, he would later subtly argue that the soviets - or workers’, peas- 
ants’, and soldiers’ councils - were ‘a higher form of democracy.’ 

Lenin found little in Marx to tell him how actually to overthrow Tsarism or how 
to transform Russia on the morrow of a victorious revolution. Characteristically, 
he did not bother his head with these questions until they required a decision. ‘The 
seizure of power’, he wrote in 1917, ‘is the point of the uprising. Its political task 
will be clarified after the seizure,’ or as Bertram Wolfe was to paraphrase it, 


Let’s take power and then we'll see... [Lenin’s] exegesis literally 
turned Marx on his head until the Marxist view that ‘in the last analy- 
sis economics determines politics’ became the Leninist view that, 
with enough determination, power itself, naked political power, might 


succeed wholly in determining economics.®° 


So, was Marx in any way responsible for Lenin’s appropriating ‘Marxism’ while 
building the first Communist state in history on totalitarian foundations and 
instituting terrorism as state policy? Marx was by temperament an authoritarian. 
So was Lenin. Each of them believed that he was an agent of history. As such, 
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each was firmly convinced that he was acting for the future and that he was 
‘right’, and that anyone who disagreed represented the past to be swept away. 

But Marx, philosopher of world revolution, was first and foremost a thinker. 
He was neither a politician, nor an organizer, nor a statesman. At best he was a 
quasi-politician. Marx’s supra-rational urge to make ‘the happiness of millions’, 
first expressed when he was 17 and to become the driving force of his search for 
an ultimate perfect society, bordering on the prophetic and implying a fore- 
knowledge of the end of history, lent his ‘scientific’ theories the force of a new 
faith. Whatever one may think of his programme of salvation, all-out genocidal 
terrorism of the type instituted by the implacable Lenin ~ which within half a 
decade was to cause a total death toll among the peasantry, the workers and the 
military running into millions — was not part of it. 

Lenin, of whom Plekhanov was to say admiringly that he was of the dough of 
which ‘Robespierres are made’, was all the things which Marx was not. His great 
strength lay in the permanent concentration of his mind, energy and will on the 
ultimate goal. A professional revolutionary skilled in the conspiratorial use of 
secret codes and invisible ink, he was also a great political manipulator. Consider 
the psychological advantage he gained when forming his own underground 
faction in 1903, which in 1912 split away from the Social Democratic Party; he 
called it the Bolshevik (i.e., the ‘Majority’) Party, although it had fewer adherents 
than the rival Mensheviks — a term denoting ‘Minority’, which automatically 
stamped them as rebels against the will of the supposed majority. 

In laying the theoretical foundation of modern Socialism, Marx had sown the 
wind. Lenin, stipulating that the dictatorship of the proletariat was the ‘very 
essence of Marx’s doctrine’, created his own brand of Marxism-Leninism, and 
riding roughshod over his opponents, imposed it by the force of his personality 
and inner conviction as the true new gospel not only on his country, but on 
believers in half the world. In Marx’s writings Lenin gleaned the promise of 
world revolution; but as for the technique of it, he instinctively relied on the 
methods of the Russian ‘revolutionary tradition’, that is, on the methods of 
violent ‘direct’ action taught by Bakunin, Nechaev and Tkachev. The combina- 
tion of it all made him the man of destiny who, by his deeds in the First World 
War, single-handedly changed the course of history for the rest of the 2oth 

_ century. 

At the time of the March 1917 revolution in Russia and the abdication of Tsar 
Nicholas IJ, Lenin was in Switzerland. In April, having from the beginning 
opposed the war, he ordered his Bolshevik organization in Russia not to support 
Kerensky’s Provisional Government but to prepare to topple it. Then, looking 
for a way of reaching Russia to take charge of events there, he entered into seere! 
negotiations with the German authorities conducting the war against his own 


1167 


EPILOGUE 


THE DOCTORS OF REVOLUTION 


country. The upshot, in the words of Winston Churchill, was that the German 
General Staff ‘turned upon Russia the most grisly weapon’ by transporting 
Lenin (and 32 of his comrades) in a special train from Switzerland to Petrograd 
in exchange for his promise to take Russia out of the war. 

Lenin’s Bolshevik party in Russia comprised at the time 80,000 organized 
workers — ‘a catalytic drop in the swelling ocean of revolution’®! — and although 
acclaimed by his partisans when he stepped off the train in Petrograd, his trea- 
sonable action in cahoots with his country’s enemies soon forced him to put ona 
wig and make his escape to Finland aboard a train on which he impersonated 
an assistant to the engine-driver. From there, in September 1917, he continued 
to call for revolution and civil war, answering all arguments that this would mean 
‘rivers of blood’ with the justification that the cost of civil war would be incom- 
parably less than the ‘rivers of blood’ shed by Russian imperialism in its war. 

On 20 October he made his way back to Petrograd illegally, in time to appear at 
the Smolny Bolshevik headquarters and to stage, together with Trotsky, the 
armed putsch which made him the head of the new revolutionary government. 
The day was 25 October 1917 by the old Russian calendar still in force (hence the 
name ‘October Revolution’, 7 November elsewhere) and by nightfall, reeling 
with the news that most government buildings, bridges and railway stations had 
been occupied by ‘Red Army’ and Bolshevik militia men, Lenin remarked to 
Trotsky: ‘The transition from illegality to power is so abrupt that it makes one 
dizzy.’ 

Needless to say, the Bolshevik minority, once in power, suppressed both the 
Social Revolutionary Party and the Mensheviks, as well as all forms of Populism 
from which they had themselves sprung. Until Germany’s surrender in Novem- 
ber 1918, the new ‘Marxist-Leninist’ Soviet regime was to a large extent financed 
by the German government. 

Later in the zoth century, distinguished men of letters and historians would 
say that Lenin ‘identified history with his will,’ or that by virtue of the fact 
that ‘the Communist revolution which he believed himself to be serving was 
invented, forced through and led by him’, Lenin ‘was himself an historical 
force.” 

At the beginning of that fateful year, on 30 January, Lenin had written in a 
letter to his friend and loyal supporter Inessa Armand: ‘I continue to be “in love” 
with Marx and Engels to the point where I will tolerate no defamation of them. 
These two were really true men! We must learn from them, and never abandon 
the ground on which they stood.’ This strange expression of love stands in stark 
contrast to Lenin’s use and abuse of the malleable term ‘Marxism’ when build- 
ing the Soviet ‘prototype of all 2oth-century totalitarian states’, as Richard Pipes 
has called it, in its name. 
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With that mighty-looking state gone, capitalism globalized and the class 
struggle no longer a central issue even in Communist China, there is a natural 
tendency to write off Marxism for good. But in an unpredictable world still 
teeming with starving millions in parts of the globe, and given the intellectual 
and emotional appeal of Marx to so many people over so long a time, no one can 
say whether the day of this or that brand of Marxism may not come again in one 
place or another — especially as there will always be those who will argue that the 
collapse of the USSR was an historic ‘catastrophe’ not due to any flaw in Marx’s 
theories, but to the Russian attempt to accelerate history. 

But rather than speculate about the future, I would point to the ‘Pandora 
effect” of Marx’s life-long self-identification with Prometheus which became 
metaphorically true of him in his after-life. The fire Prometheus stole from 
heaven made that Titan a benefactor of mankind and the creator of its civiliza- 
tion. One of Zeus’s punishments was to send him the woman Pandora with her 
vase or jar — wrongly called ‘Pandora’s Box’ — full of diseases and other evils 
which spread among mankind when she maliciously took off its great lid. But 
this was not all. According to Hesiod, the theft of fire brought with it the working 
of metals, which led to the manufacture of weapons, and ultimately to violence 
and war. In like manner, for decades after the October Revolution the ideas of 
Marx, the benefactor of mankind, stirred hopes and enthusiasm in the hearts of 
toiling millions and excited the minds of intellectuals to an extent unimaginable 
as this century comes to an end. 

In Western Europe the ‘spectre of Communism’ goaded capitalist govern- 
ments and newly class-conscious but moderate Socialist parties to work out 
various forms of the welfare state. In Eastern Europe, China, parts of Africa and 
Latin America, the ‘Pandora effect’ of Marx’s ideas or simulacra of them led to 
some of the bloodiest upheavals in history. 

Marx’s endeavour to foist upon the world a salvationist scheme of collective 
bliss in which the state and all conflicts would ‘wither away’ failed perhaps 
chiefly because all such utopian-eschatological visions — predicated as they are 
on nothing Jess than a change of human nature — go beyond the borders of 
empirical research. 

The Soviet Union founded by Lenin before he died in January 1924 played a 
foremost part in beating back Hitler’s hordes during World War II, only to col- 
lapse ultimately under the weight of its own in-built evils. 
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Notes on Marx’s Descent from RASHI 


The ‘Short’ Luria Pedigree — Lost, Found and Deciphered. Marx’s descent 
from RASHI, sometimes mooted, but never published in detailed or authenticated 
form, has been traced in this volume on the basis of the ‘short’ Luria pedigree 
compiled by the Alsatian Rabbi Johanan Luria in the 15th century. His ‘compre- 
hensive’ pedigree — tracing the family’s ancestry back to the 2nd-century Talmud 
sage Johanan Hasandlar—no longer exists. Although reports of it have generated 
scholarly attempts to reconstruct the long chain connecting the Lurias with fig- 
ures of antiquity, the ‘comprehensive’ pedigree is based on tradition, and will not 
be discussed here. 

The ‘short’ pedigree, tracing the Luria family to RASHI, is another matter. Joha- 
nan Luria had inscribed it in a ‘book’, a term denoting anything from a parch- 
ment folio to a prayer book. This is known from a document left by Joseph ben 
Gershon of Rosheim (1478-1554). In a short pour-mémoire written on a special 
sheet the famous ‘commander of all Jewry in the Holy Roman Empire of the 
German Nation’ recorded a meeting with Rabbi Johanan at which the latter 
showed him the ‘book’ or document on which he had inscribed his ‘short pedi- 
gree.’ Quoting the text of the inscription, Joseph of Rosheim wrote: 

‘This I heard from him verbaliy and then found inscribed in his book: “I, 
Johanan Luria, son of OT (Our Teacher) Rabbi Aaron, son of OT Rabbi Neth- 
anel, son of OT Rabbi Jehiel, son of OT Rabbi Samson (Shimshon) of Erfurt, 
son of the Rabbiness Miriam, daughter of OT Shlomo Spira and sister of OT 
Peretz of Constance. From Shlomo Spira there was no cessation of the Torah 
among his forefathers’ — meaning there was an uninterrupted line of scholars — 
‘all the way in the line of ascent up to RASHI. This and more: the said Rabbiness 
Miriam lectured at a yeshivah. For days and years she sat under a marquee, and 
from behind a curtain, taught Halakha jurisprudence to gifted students. This has 
come down to me from my forefathers both orally and in writing.” 

Following this quotation, Joseph of Rosheim, a man used to handling legal 
documents and protection letters which he often produced to the Emperors 
Maximilian I and Charles V in order to remind them that in the original Roman 
Empire the Jews had enjoyed most of the rights of cives Romanis, added meti- 
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culously: ‘Written from the mouth of OT of genius Rabbi Johanan Luria... I have 
inscribed it all on this sheet, that it may be remembered forever, from generation 
to generation.’ 

Joseph of Rosheim was married to a great-niece of Rabbi Johanan. He was, 
moreover, himself descended from Shlomo Spira, a fact he mentioned with some 
pride in detailing his own pedigree. 

Read in reverse order, the first part of the pedigree said in effect that the pro- 
genitor of all the Lurias, known only by his first name, was Samson (Shimshon) 
of Erfurt. Born around 1350, and mentioned in the Jews-Book of Erfurt, he later 
moved to Gotha, where he was appointed regional Rabbi of Turingia and died 
in 1417. We know today that his Italian great-grandson Aaron, the first to adopt 
the name Luria, was the father of Johanan, the author of the pedigree. Johanan 
in turn, through his mother the ‘Rabbiness’ Miriam Spira and her Tréves ances- 

` tors, was the first Luria who could claim descent from RASHI. Rosheim’s other- 
wise authentic copy of the pedigree, however, listed Samson (Shimshon) of 
Erfurt as ‘son of the Rabbiness Miriam.’ 

But this incongruity attracted no public notice, for Rosheim’s pour-mémoire, 
which eventually turned up in the Bodleian Library in a volume — Mss. Bodleian, 
No. 2240, containing fragments of his Sefer Hamiknah and a Journal of his acti- 
vities with which it was bound together — was not to be published before the end 
of the 19th century. 

In the 16th century, Johanan Luria’s grandson — Shlomo I Hanania ben Aaron 
II Luria, hereafter referred to as the Rabbi of Worms — received a letter from his 
famed Polish relative, the MaHarSHaL of Lublin, asking for details of the pedi- 
gree. In his reply the Rabbi of Worms, quoting the ‘short’ pedigree inscribed by 
his grandfather Johanan in his ‘book,’ reproduced substantially the same text as 
Rosheim. The only difference was that in this second version, written in 1556 or 
possibly 1566, the passage about the Rabbiness Miriam teaching gifted Talmud 
students ‘from behind a curtain’ was not attributed to Johanan, the author of the 
pedigree, but added by the Worms Rabbi froma source of his own. 

It was a third version of the ‘short’ pedigree, penned by the Worms Rabbi’s 
grandson, Aaron III (ben Moshe II Joshua) Luria, which created the enigma 
about the ‘Rabbiness Miriam’ Spira’s place in the sequence of descent from 
Rasut. Aaron III Luria was one of the judges of the famous rabbinical court of 
Frankfurt. Some time before he died in 1613, recalling a visit to his native 
Worms, he mentioned the exchange of letters between the Worms Rabbi and 
the MaHarSHaL of Lublin and quoted the text of the ‘short’ pedigree as trans- 
mitted by the former to the latter. Aaron HI explained that the ‘short’ pedigree 
had come down to his grandfather, the Worms Rabbi, from the lips of the latter’s 
father — Aaron II ben Johanan Luria — that is, from the son of its author, before 
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he died; and he went on to say that his grandfather had in turn communicated it 
to him before he passed away. 

This third version, becoming the first to appear in print when it was published 
at Fuerth in Germany in 1768, in a book of responsa by the MaHarSHaL of Lub- 
lin, led researchers down a false trail. For, as in Joseph of Rosheim’s (then still 
unpublished) first version, Samson of Erfurt appeared in it as ‘son of the Rabbi- 
ness Miriam’, who was actually the mother of his great-great-grandson Johanan 
Luria, the author of the pedigree. 

The original of the Worms Rabbi’s 16th-century letter to the MaHarSHaL of 
Lublin had meanwhile (like all the original papers in the case) been lost. A son 
of the MaHarSHaL, Zeev Wolf Luria, had, however, made a copy of it back in 
1596. On this copy subsequent descendants, male or marital, of the main Luria 
line inscribed their names and parentage, and cousins, uncles and other relatives 
made altogether nine copies of it for themselves. 

The ninth and most important copy, made by Moses Eliezer Beilinson and 
published in Berlin in 1857 in the Hebrew journal Hamagid, included in its 
reproduction of the Worms Rabbi’s letter to the MaHarSHaL the conjunction 
‘and’, which was missing in other copies. The relevant passage read: ‘Johanan 
Luria, son of OT Nethanel, son of OT Jehiel, son of OT Samson (Shimshon) 
of Erfurt, and son of the Rabbiness Miriam, daughter of OT Shlomo Speyer 
(Spira), and sister of OT Peretz of Constance. From Shlomo Speyer there was 
no cessation of the Torah...’ 

Although a negligent printer left out the name of Johanan’s father Aaron and 
played havoc with this text — it should have read ‘Johanan Luria, son of Aaron, 
son of Nethanel,’ etc., — Beilinson’s copy, by the introduction of a single vertical 
stroke (the Hebrew symbol for the vowel oo, which means ‘and’, so that oo-ben 
means ‘and son’ ), helped to solve the riddle and confirm the fact that Johanan 
was the son of Aaron and the Rabbiness Miriam, as becomes evident when the 
text 1s spaced in the following manner: 

‘Johanan Luria, son of OT Aaron —son of OT Nethanel, son of OT Jehiel, 
son of OT Samson (Shimshon) of Erfurt — and son of the Rabbiness Miriam, 
daughter of OT Shlomo Speyer (Spira), etc. 

At the bottom of the Worms Rabbi’s letter the MaHarSHaL of Lublin, on its 
receipt in the mid-16th century, had appended a note saying that he knew from 
his own forefathers ‘that our pedigree goes back to RASHI, of blessed memory, as 
recorded in the yichus letter possessed by those two great luminaries, Rabbi 
Johanan Luria and his brother, my great-grandfather Rabbi Jehiel (II) Luria, 
who died at Brisk [Brest-Litovsk] in Lithuania.’ 

This note, reproduced by Beilinson together with his copy of the Worms Rab- 
bi’s letter, publicly confirmed the link between the German and Polish branches 
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of the Luria family. One might have thought that Beilinson’s revealing oo-ben 
solved at least the riddle of the ‘Rabbiness Miriam’ Spira, by proving that she was 
the wife of Aaron Luria and the mother of Johanan. But this was not the case. 

A bare two years later, in 1859, Aaron III Luria’s version of the pedigree, first 
published at Fuerth in 1768, reappeared in print at Lvov in Poland, in the third 
edition of the MaHarSHaL’s work of responsa. It did not contain the vertical 
stroke turning ‘ben’ into oo-ben. Nor, to increase the confusion, did Joseph of 
Rosheim’s pour-mémoire when it was finally published in 1894 by David Kauf- 
mann, from a copy made by Adolph Neubauer, a bibliographer at Oxford, where 
he later became a reader and (together with A.E.Cowley) prepared the three- 
volume Catalogue of Hebrew Manuscripts in the Bodleian Library. This oldest and 
most authentic version of the ‘short’ pedigree left scholars who had been investi- 
gating the Luria pedigree since 1786 none the wiser in figuring out whether 
Samson (Shimshon) of Erfurt was or was not the ‘son of the Rabbiness Miriam’. 

With Beilinson’s findings seemingly discredited, research into the Luria con- 
nection with RASHI continued intermittently into the 20th century. Conducted by 
scholars who were not looking for Marx’s ancestry (while those who were over- 
looked the fact that his known forefather Katzenellenbogen of Padua was a mem- 
ber of the Luria family and never looked into its history), it gradually fizzled out 
in speculation and controversial theories. The ‘Rabbiness Miriam’, especially, 
remained a mystery, amid conjecture that there might have been two Miriams. 

It was only in the late 1970s that Dr Paul Jacobi, subjecting the extant three 
versions of the ‘short’ pedigree and the exact devolution and authorship of its 
nine copies to critical scrutiny, rediscovered the double significance of Beilin- 
son’s copy: it was the only one which, besides the telling oo-ben, contained the 
MaHarSHaL’s statement that Jehiel II Luria had possessed a duplicate of his 
brother Johanan’s ‘short’ pedigree. In a book-length study of the Luria family, 

Jacobi finally established the correct places of ‘Samson (Shimshon) of Erfurt’ 
and the ‘Rabbiness Miriam’ in the sequence of generations. 

But it was not before 1986 or so, after tracing more of RASHI’s descendants and 
finishing two full studies of the enigmatic Miriam’s ancestral Trèves and Spira 
families, that he completed the unravelling of the ‘short’ pedigree of the Lurias 
and appended to the volume on them the detailed genealogical charts linking the 
three families named, through her, to RASHI. 

A former Vice-Mayor of Jerusalem and lawyer by profession, Dr Jacobi spent 
several decades assembling the biographical data of some 400 of Europe’s leading 
Ashkenazi Jewish families — many of them traceable for 15 or more generations, 
and some through thousands of individuals — in order to puzzle out a striking 
phenomenon largely neglected by historians. This concerns the 300 years from 
1350 to 1650, in the course of which 90 German cities — out of approximately 100 
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which had any Jewish population worth speaking of — expelled their Jews for long 
encugh periods to rule out any identity between their previous and future Jewish 
residents. The most glaring example was Cologne, which expelled its Jews in 1424 
and did not readmit them until after the annexation of the Rhineland by revolu- 
tionary France in 1794. 

An overview of Dr Jacobi’s immense genealogical material revealed the fre- 
quent recurrence during these centuries of a limited number of families — start- 
ing with some 80 before 1650 and gradually growing to several hundred — whose 
scions regularly occupied the chief rabbinical as well as lay leadership positions 
in almost all major communities of Europe’s Ashkenazi world, irrespective of 
political boundaries. 

Impressed by the ‘intellectual and materia] powers of leadership and guid- 
ance’ stored up by this élite through the centuries, by means (among others) of a 
‘consciously or instinctively well-pursued marriage policy,’ Dr Jacobi applied to 
these families a process akinto ‘Namierization’. That is, he subjected them to the 
same sort of microscopic scrutiny employed in the 1920s by the late Sir Lewis 
Namier when, in The Structure of Politics at the Accession of George TTI, he minutely 
examined the successive composition of Britain’s Houses of Parliament (espe- 
cially the Upper House), going into the family background, marital ties and joint 
interests, or otherwise, of their membership. But while Namier dealt with the 
politics of a governing élite, showing inter alia how it transformed Britain froma 
small kingdom into a world empire, Dr Jacobi’s research into his ‘400 families’ 
was merely designed to test the factors that helped an ethnic minority survive 
under the most adverse circumstances. The conclusion he reached was that their 
life-force was one of the elements — besides their religion and other obvious fac- 
tors — which assured the physical survival and spiritual cohesion of Ashkenazi 
Jewry up to the time of the French Revolution. 

At the beginning of 1988, when I first met Dr Jacobi, data condensed from 
portions of his vast collection were being fed into the computerized Genealogy 
Centre of the Diaspora House on the Tel Aviv University campus. I am greatly 
indebted to him for helping me to establish Marx’s descent from RASHI and for 
verifying each of his early and hitherto unknown ancestors by tracing references 
to them in primary and/or secondary sources, besides providing other valuable 
data. 


In Chapter 29 I have focused on the main figures of Marx’s family tree. To fill in 
the complete line of genealogical succession, it should be noted that RASHI’s 
daughter Jochebed and Meir ben Samuel of Rammerupt, besides producing the 
four Tosaphists mentioned, also had a daughter, Hannele. She married Samuel 
ben Simcha of Vitry-Le-Brulé (today Vitry-en-Perthois, on the Marne). They 
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had a son who was the famous scholar Isaac II ben Samuel of Dampierre- 
sur-Aube, who was recognized by all Franco-German Jewry before he died about 
1185 as its chief rabbinical authority. It was a sister of his who married Jehiel 
ben Mattathias (Tréves), a surname bracketed here because his family adopted 
it only in a later generation. : 

The founder of the Tréves family was Jehiel’s grandfather Moshe — genealogi- 
cally designated as Moshe I ben X -who wasa contemporary of RASHI, though 
younger by one generation. 

Little is known of Jehiel’s father Mattathias, but Jehiel himself lived in Paris 
and died there in 1189. His son Moshe II was a senior teacher at the increasingly 
important Talmud academy in Paris, where he died in 1230. Moshe II’s son Jos- 
eph ben Moshe became a rabbi in northern France as well as another famous 
Tosaphist as RasHi’s Talmud commentary continued to generate elaboration 
upon elaboration for some 200 years. (On the influence of the Tosaphists, includ- 
ing those mentioned, their work and the whereabouts of their MSS, see E.E. 
Urbach’s comprehensive The Tosaphists: Their History, Writings and Methods 
(Hebrew), Bialik Institute, Jerusalem 1955 and later editions.) 

A son of Joseph ben Moshe, Mattathias II ben Joseph, continued as a rabbi 
in northern France; another son, Jehiel II, also named Sire Vives (Jehiel mean- 
ing ‘May God Live’), migrated to the Holy Land and died in 1268 at St Jean 
d'Acre. A third son, Abraham, lived first at Troyes and later in Germany. He 
was the father of Johanan I ben Abraham Trèves, born in 1265 and the first 
of the line to adopt this surname. Tréves is most probably derived from Troyes, 
RASHI’s town, although identified by some with the Italian Treviso, and by others 
with Trier, Marx’s birthplace (called Treveri in Charlemagne’s time, and hence 
Trèves in French). Rabbi Johanan I is known to have lived for a time in Germany, 
possibly at Trier, but he eventually settled in Provence. 

The line continued with Joseph V Tréves ‘the Great’, born around 1305, who 
became rabbi of Marseilles. Also known as ‘the Provencal’, he brings us to Mat- 
tathias V ben Joseph Trèves, born about 1335 in Provence but raised in Barce- 
lona — the first of the Trèves to become Chief Rabbi of France. 

As mentioned in Chapter 29, he was succeeded as Chief Rabbi by his son Joha- 
nan Trèves in 1387. Johanan did not stay in this position long. Following a new 
expulsion of the Jews in 1394, he moved to Italy, where he died in 1429. He had 
two sisters who ended up in Germany. One married Raphael Ballin, an ancestor 
of the modern shipping magnate of the Hamburg-American Line Albert Ballin, 
who, after trying to prevent the First World War by a naval agreement with 
England, became one of Kaiser Wilhelm II’s chief aconomic advisers. 

The second sister married Rabbi Samuel Spira of Speyer and moved with 
him to Heilbronn, there to become, through her son Shlomo, the grandmother 
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of the learned ‘Rabbiness Miriam’, who in her turn effected the alliance with 


Aaron Luria, the first of his family to bear that name. 


In one of his extant papers, Johanan Luria, protesting the arbitrary imposition 
of the Jew-badge, wrote: ‘And if he [the ruler] should command me to carry a stone 
of ten pounds’ weight, I would have to do it. Verily this law is like other laws you 
impose on us without reason.’ In the manuscript of Meshivat Nefesh (‘Refresh- 
ment of the Soul’), four handwritten copies of which have survived — two at Ox- 
ford, and the others in Paris and Moscow — Johanan Luria mentioned that he 
first moved from Heilbronn to Niederheim, but then, being financially well-off, 
he ‘bought a permit’ to open a Talmudic academy ‘in the Alsatian government 
city, as he tersely described it, apparently referring to Colmar or Strasbourg. 
Some historians, however, believe that by ‘government city’ he was referring to 
Ensisheim in upper Alsace — where the Habsburgs had a residence — or Haganau, 
where the governor of Lower Alsace held office. (See Selma Stern, Josel von Ros- 
heim, Stuttgart 1959, p. 23.) 

The Polish Lurias: When young, Moses Isserless so impressed Lublin’s 
Rabbi Shakhna as a pupil of genius that he gave him his teen-aged daughter in 
marriage. Some time after the couple moved to Cracow, tragedy struck. In short 
order Isserless lost his wife when she was 20, as well as his mother and his grand- 
mother, in an epidemic. In 1557 King Sigmund II, over the protests of the clergy, 
allowed the family to build and dedicate to their memory the synagogue which 
still stands in Cracow today. Isserless later remarried. His favourite Greek philo- 
sopher was Aristotle, whom he studied along with esoteric Kabbalah and works 
on astronomy, such as Frohbach’s Theorica, on which he wrote a commentary. 

At the same time he revived and adapted the Shu/han Arukh, the code of laws 
and regulations governing the life of the Jews — originally written by a Sephardi 
rabbi, on the basis of the legal discussions of the Talmud — to bring it in line with 
the ordinances and practices prescribed by the Franco-German rabbis, so that it 
became the accepted rulebook for Ashkenazi as well as Sephardi Jews through- 
out the world. 

Prince Radziwill and Saul Wah]-Katzenellenbogen, the titular ‘King 
of Poland’ for a day: Prince Radziwill of Poland, stopping in Italy on his return 
voyage from a pilgrimage to Palestine, is known to have pawned some Holy Land 
relics with a Venice merchant in 1584. He may have met Saul’s father, Samuel 

Judah (1541-1617), who had succeeded the illustrious Katzenellenbogen of 
Padua as head of the rabbinical court of Venice. According to a family legend, 
Saul’s father advanced the embarrassed prince a generous sum and asked him 
to look up his son at Brest-Litovsk. Whatever the truth, three years later Radzi- 
will proposed to make Saul WahI-Katzenellenbogen temporary ‘King of Pol- 
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and? during the constitutional deadlock following Stephan Bathory’s death. (On 
the prince’s stay in Venice see J.L. Shapiro, Ancient Jewish Families (Hebrew), 
1991, quoting Warsaw University’s Prof. M. Balaban, the late historian of Polish 
Jewry.) 

That Saul’s interregum lasted no longer than a day was recorded in 1733 by 
his grandson in a book manuscript (now at Oxford) and further discussed in 
detail in an historical study published in London in 1854. The MS at Oxford is 
Yesh Manhilim by Pinhas Katzenellenbogen. Z.H. Edelmann’s historical study 
of Saul Wahl-Katzenellenbogen Gedullat Sha’ul (The Greatness of Saul), first 
published in London in 1854, was reprinted in 1925. 

From Nessla WahI-Katzenellenbogen to Karl Marx: Saul Wahl-Katzen- 
ellenbogen died in 1617. His son Meir succeeded him as head of the rabbinical 
court of Brisk (Brest-Litovsk). Since Meir’s daughter Nessla was to marry a 
distant kinsman of Cracow, we most turn our sights in that direction. In 1618 
Tanhum Hacohen, a son of the great scholar Joseph ben Mordecai Gershon 
Hacohen, died in Cracow. Tanhum’s son, Pessah Judah Hacohen, moved to 
Lvov. Although his son Moshe ben Pessah Judah preferred to call himself 
Kahana and is quoted in literature by that name, he was a great-grandson of 
Joseph ben Mordecai Gershon Hacohen. Hacohen, Cohen, Kohn, Kahane 
are variants of the Hebrew name for ‘pricst,’ a name generally used by descen- 
dants of the tribe of Aaron. 

He married Nessla Wahl!-Katzenellenbogen and after serving as rabbi in 
Slutzk, then Lutzk, he succeeded his wife’s father Meir as head of the rabbinical 
court in Brisk. He and Nessla had a son by the name of Aaron Jeheskel ben 
Moshe who adopted the name of Lvov, after the Polish city of his birth. He was 
first ordinary rabbi in Trier and then from 1692 to 1712 head of the rabbinical 
court of Westhofen in Alsace. This Aaron Lvov was twice married. His first wife 
was the daughter of Isaiah Chaim ben Zwi Spira, a scion of the great Spira 
family descended from RasHI; the second wife was a daughter of Gabriel Eske- 
less of Cracow, who was a descendant of Rabbi Judah Loew, the Golem-maker of 
Prague. 

Aaron Lvov and his first wife (Spira of RASHI decent) had a son Joshua Heshel 
Lvov. Born in Westhofen in 1692, he married Merle, a daughter of Isaac Aaron 
of Worms, whose family, starting with Israel ben Abraham of Worms, had held 
the rabbinate of Trier since about 1650. 

Joshua Heshel Lvov served for ten years (1723-33) as rabbi of Trier before he 
was appointed Chief Rabbi of the Duchy of Brandenburg-Ansbach, with resi- 
dence at Schwabbach. Holding this position for nearly 40 years, he became Ger- 
many’s oldest rabbi, and being a renowned scholar too, his opinion carried 
enough weight to be cited in two famous 18th-century rabbinical disputes (the 
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‘Cleves divorce’ case and the Emden-Eybeshiitz controversy, about which see 
Encyclopaedia Judaica). 

Before he died in 1771 he prepared his collected responsa for publication 
under the title The Face of the Moon. It should come as no surprise that this manu- 
script, too — dealing, among other non-lunar matters, with communal taxation 
and other social and economic questions, and showing a familiarity with German 
and contemporary ideas of natural science and psychology — should be at Oxford. 
(The Hebrew title of his book of responsa was Pnet Halevana, in Or Hayashar, 
No. 32, published in Altona in 1765.) 

One of Joshua Heshel’s sons, Moses Lvov, became Rabbi of Trier in 1764. 
His daughter Hayya or Eva Lvov (c. 1754-1823) married Karl Marx’s grandfa- 
ther, Mordecai Halevi Marx (c. 1743-1804). 

In 1788, upon the death of his father-in-law, Mordecai Halevi Marx became 
the next Rabbi of Trier. Before moving there he had been Rabbi of Sarrelouis, 
where the two eldest of his 8 children were born — Samuel, who was to succeed 
him in 1804 as Rabbi of Trier, and Joshua Heshel, who in 1814 began to call 
himself Heinrich and, after marrying the Dutch-born Henrietta Pressburg, 
became the father of Kar] Marx. 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER 1 
(For full titles and other details, see Bibliography) 


- J-M. Thompson, The French Revolution, p. 63. 

. See Bernard, p. 171. 

. Ibidem. 

Thompson, op. cit., P. 495- 

. Gershoy, p. 161. 

. Thompson, op. cit., p. 35. 

. Hampson, p. 78; and George Painter, Chateau- 
briand, London 1979, v. 1, p. 120.8. For various 
accounts of the conversation quoted see, among 
others, Howarth, Lucas-Dubreton, Beik, and 
Castillon du Perron. 

g. Babeuf’s wholesale denuncation of the Com- 
mittee of Public Safety may have been based on 
the fact that, whatever his faith in the leaders of 
the Revolution, including Danton and Robes- 
pierre, he could not always suppress an eruption 
of his feeling that they were all acting to protect 
the rich, while the hungry and poor had gained 
nothing from the Revolution. 

10. See Thompson, of. cit., p. 361. 

11. The Confessions of Jean Jacques Rousseau, New 

York 1945, p. 613. 

. Hampson, p. 37. 

13. Ít is an interesting observation that Saint-Just 
at the same time foresaw that ‘within twenty 
years the throne might be restored by the fluc- 
tuation and the illusions offered to the specu- 
lative general will’, as was indeed to happen 
when Napoleon crowned himself Emperor; 
he, too, claimed to represent the ‘general will’. 

14. Thompson, op. cit., p. 502. 

15. Desanti, p. 27. 

16. See R.B. Rose, p. 189. 

17. Ibid., p. 195. 

18. Babeuf’s private papers have long been in Mos- 
cow. Pending their possible publication in the 
wake of recent political changes, it may in fact 
be said that without Buonarroti there might, 
figuratively speaking, have been no Babeuf, in 
the sense that had Buonarroti not published — 
34 years after the event — his account of La 
Conspiration pour l’Egalité dite de Babeuf, this 
last episode of the French Revolution might 
never have acquired the mythical force it was 
to exercise on revolutionary minds through 
most of the nineteenth century. 

19, Talmon, The Origin of Totalitarian Democracy, 


p. 199. 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER 2 

1. A bibliography published in 1968 listed 9,768 
titles of primary and secondary literature devo- 
ted to Heine, whose works had by then been 


translated into fifty-three languages, under 
1,624 titles. Two Heine research institutes in 
West and East Germany are currently engaged 
in producing multi-volume (and rival) editions 
of his poetry, prose and letters, besides pouring 
out several hundred Heine studies every year, 
not to mention books and articles by indepen- 
dent authors. 


. The 13 December 1797 birthdate made its 


appearance in the Diisseldorf Archives in 1809, 
after its birth and circumcision records had 
been destroyed. At the request of the authori- 
ties, the 75-year-old Rabbi of Düsseldorf, Judah 
L.Scheuer, reconstructed from memory a list of 
30 children born during the preceding 11 years. 
In this list he placed Heine’s birthdate berween 
September 1797 and September 1798. 


. Sammons was of course quoting Leon Edel’s 


famous phrase about Henry James. See Edel, 
Literary Biography, Bloomington, Indiana, 1973. 


. Hirth, I: 210. 
. In 1737 a forced loan of 660,000 guilders was 


imposed on Vienna’s ten richest Jews. Samuel’s 
share was 20,000 guilders, while his brother- 
in-law Isaac Arnsteiner paid 60,000 guilders. 
The wealthiest and most famous ‘Court Jews’ 
at the time were Samucl Oppenheimer, Sam- 
son Wertheimer and Baron Diego Aguilar. In 
1742 there were 452 Jews living in Vienna. 


. The note-book Heine discovered as a boy con- 


tained only the Chevalier’s first diary or travel 
journal, taking his life-story only as far as 1756. 
This was published in substance in 1896 by 
David Kaufmann, an Austro-Hungarian scho- 
lar and literary historian. The Chevalier had, 
however, left behind another diary. On his 
death this and other papers found their way 
into the hands of a well-known Cologne collec- 
tor, Baron von Hupsch. The Baron, some time 
before he died in 1805, made them over to the 
Landgrave Ludwig X — who in 1806 (as Lud- 
wig I) became Grand Duke of Hesse-Darm- 
stadt. They were discovered a full century later, 
in 1905, stored away with the Grand Duke’s 
Baron Hupsch Collection, of which the Darm- 
stadt National and University Library (Landes 
und Hochschulbibliothek) had become the repos- 
itory. The Darmstadt court librarian, Dr 
Adolph Schmidt, after cataloguing them, pub- 
lished these ‘new finds’ in 1912 and called the 
attention of the ‘scientific world’ to their 
importance (once they were properly investi- 
gated), to the ‘general and cultural history” of 
the 18th century. 

It was only in 1927 that Dr Schmidt pub- 
lished a fascimile edition of the famous Darm- 
stadt Haggadah, a rare 15th-century manuscript 
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found in the Baron Hupsch collection, but 
owned by the Chevalier. As far as the life and 
character of the man himself were concerned, 
it was not before the 19305 that the Düsseldorf- 
born journalist and historical writer Fritz 
Heymann, in a long chapter devoted to ‘Der 
Chevalier von Geldern’ in an eponymously 
titled book, published a series of revelations, 
from which Heines mysterious ancestor 
emerged in an entirely new light as an uncom- 
monly colourful, even forceful, if contradic- 
tory, figure — a scholar, mystic and adventurer 
who had ended up in the curious official posi- 
tion of ‘Confidential Magic Councillor and 
Court Factor’ to the Crown Prince of Hesse- 
Darmstadt. In addition to the Darmstadt 
papers, Heymann had obtained access to a 
‘remote private library’ and had there discov- 
ered a large set of documents and letters prov- 
ing the Chevalier’s involvement with members 
of the reigning family of Hesse-Darmstadt 
and a whole group of other rulers of 18th- 
century Germany’s petty states, all of whom 
had belonged to a secret Order of Knights that 
believed in alchemy, magic and the occult. 

Heymann’s book appeared in 1937. [ts author 
having by then had to flee Hitler’s Germany to 
Holland, it was published by the émigré Que- 
rido Verlag in Amsterdam. Heymann quoted 
many letters and documents, but gave no refer- 
ences. He was killed in 1942 at Auschwitz, and 
the trouble with his fascinating account, from a 
scholarly viewpoint if no other, was that his 
unreferenced private sources could not be 
ascertained. 

Finally, after another long hiatus caused by 
World War HI, Dr Rosenthal of Guatemala in 
1973, and again in 1975, in a book on Heine 
and several articles published under the aegis 
of Diisseldorf’s Heinrich-Heinc-Institut, 
solved most of the mystery surrounding the 
person of the Chevalier. Rosenthal, after mak- 
ing a thorough investigation of the Darmstadt 
material, established, first, that Heymann’s 
laborious and not unscientific research had to 
be taken ‘quite seriously’ and that but for its 
racy style, occasional poetic licence and some 
other reservations, his portrait of the Cheva- 
licr came ‘quite close to the truth’ in spite of his 
pardonable (perhaps forced) unwillingness, 
given the circumstances at the time he was 
writing, to reveal his sources. 

Secondly, in 1975 Rosenthal published an 
essay on the Chevalicr’s relations with ‘reign- 
ing courts, high state officials and other per- 
sons of rank.’ This, together with details from 
the Chevalier’s address book, and more items 
drawn from the Chevalier’s correspondence, 
his sundry passports and _laissez-passers, 
customs receipts, book lists and other papers, 
has made it possible to put together practically 
a full picture of his life and activities. 

It has been calculated that a Jew travelling a 
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distance of 110 miles from Silesia to the 
Leipzig Fair had to make fourteen different 
payments at cight stops. 

Forbidden to settle in Strasbourg or Colmar 
and to practise any handicraft, the 3,913 Jewish 
families in Alsace lived in and about the vil- 
lages and could only engage in cattle-dealing 
and moncy-lending on a petty scale, while 
their scattered communities were themselves 
heavily in debt because of the manifold indi- 
vidual or collective taxes they had to pay the 
poll-tax, the royal vingtième and droit de protec- 
tion taxes, besides trade-taxes, residence-taxes 
to the local noblemen, marriage-taxes, and 
what the historian Heinrich Graetz had called 
‘contributions to churches and hospitais, war- 
taxes, and exactions of every sort under other 
names.’ The 480 families permitted to live in 
Metz, besides carrying a disproportionate one- 
sixth of the town’s total royal taxes, also paid 
the special Brancas tax — named for the duke of 
that name to whom Louis XIV had given it asa 
gift at the beginning of the century — to the 
amount of a total two million livres before the 
Revolution was to abolish it as illegal. 


NOTES TO CHAPTER 3 


I. 


Because of the absence of records and the 
manipulations connected with the ‘birth date 
riddle’, most birth dates in the Heine family 
are uncertain. The standard chronology for 
Heine’s life and publications is CHRONIK, 
according to which Gustav was born in 1805 
and Maximilian in 1807, but these dates have 
been questioned. 

Heine was later to discuss Agrippa von Nettes- 
heim’s theorics on black magic and the works 
of Paracelsus in Die Romantische Schule and in 
a commentary to his Der Doktor Faust, Ein 
Tanzpoem. 

On Count Stolberg, Hegel, Klopstock, Moser 
and German reactions to French Revolution 
sec Heer, Hertz, and Harris, 

Wollner’s 1788 Edict, stressing the dominance 
of ‘the Christian religion in its three chief 
divisions, under which Prussia’s monarchy 
had till now prospered so weil,’ contrasted so 
strongly with King Friedrich Wilhelm IPs 
own conduct that even at the time it caused a 
flood of gibes ‘concerning the king, his mis- 
tresses and favourites.” HHW, 15: 258. 
Significantly, Prussia’s elder statesman, Evald 
von Hertzberg, strongly opposed war with 
France, but was overriden by Friedrich Wil- 
helm and his new advisers, and dismissed. 
Bischoffswerder, the King’s military expert, 
admonished Prussian officers not to purchase 
‘too many horses, the affair will soon be over.’ 
The first threats against France were, as 
known, uttered by Austria’s Leopold IT, but he 
died in February 1792, before the War of the 
First Coalition actually began. Austria’s Chan- 
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cellor, Kaunitz, opposed it throughout, 
Proposing to let France in her state of revolu- 
tionary anarchy wear herself out, and ‘like a 
volcano, bring destruction upon herself.’ But 
his advice was disregarded. 

The undated visit is described in a contempo- 
rary report by one of the Repetenten (i.c., 
instructors) present, exhibited in Stuttgart in 
1970 (on the occasion of the bicentenary of 
Hegel’s birth) and reproduced in Hegel LWW. 
An extensive account of the Duke’s May 1793 
visit is to be found in Harris. 

The two different versions are, respectively, 
from Raymond Plant, Hegel, London 1973 
(quoting X. Leon, Fichte et son temps, Paris 
1922) and Harris. The story of the ‘Liberty 
Tree’ appears in most literature on Hegel. 
According to the records of the Tübingen Stift 
~ quoted in Hegel LWW — Hegel actually left 
the Seminary on 10 July for Stuttgart, having 
been permitted to spend the summer at home 
studying for his theological examination, 
What is certain in all this is that the Ephor, 
Christian F Schnurrer, who in his time had 
met Rousseau in person, mentioned the (ov a) 
‘Liberty Tree’ in a letter to Duke Charles 
Eugene. According to G. Harris, the Duke was 
said to maintain a spy or ‘gossip’ providing him 
with inside information from the Stift, and in 
the petty atmosphere of the Duchy Schnurrer 
constantly had to rebut the most preposterous 
rumours about his institution circulated by 
illiberal wags. To underline their absurdity, he 
wrote the Duke a letter suggesting ironically 
that next thing they were going to say ‘students 
in the Stift had set up the Liberty Tree before 
my very eyes.” 

Having passed his final examination in Sep- 
tember 1793 before the Consistory at Stutt- 
gart, and received the Duke’s permission to go 
to Switzerland as a Hofmeister, or private 
tutor, in the patrician houschold of a Haupt- 
mann von Steiger — ‘on condition that he exer- 
cise himself diligently in preaching wherein he 
is still very weak’ — Hegel had moved to Berne 
in October 1793, and was to spend the next 
three years there. 

In the poem ‘Jehuda ben Halevy’, in Book III 
of his Romancero (in German ‘Romanzero’). 
Judah, or Jehuda or Yehuda Halevi (c. 1075-c. 
1140), who practised medicine both at Toledo, 
under King Alfonso VI of Castile, and in Mus- 
lim Cordoba, left a large body of religious, 
national and secular works. He is most famous 
for his passionate ‘Songs of Zion’ and his 
unusual sea poem. See Encyclopaedia Judaica 
and The Penguin Book of Hebrew Verse, London 
1981, pp. 106-07 and 333-52. 

As Prawer has observed, ‘we cannot but recall 
how important the polemic arts were to Heine’s 
own time, what a vital role polemic poetry, the 
poctry of persuasion, rebuttal, and witty ridi- 
cule, played in the art of the Zeitgedichr, the 


12. 


13. 
Lg. 


poem treating burning questions of the day, of 
which Heine had made himself such a master.’ 
Sce Prawer, Heine's Jewish Comedy, pp. 561-78 
for the richness of themes concerning poetry, 
politics, historic fact and legend voven by 
Heine into this poem; and, of course, the poem 
itself, in Heine's original Romanzera, or, in 
English, in Draper, pp. 655-77. 

Opinions quoted in this paragraph: ‘Probably 
not much’, Sammons, of. cit., p. 37; Jewish- 
ness remained a significant factor,” Prawer, op. 
cit., p. 9; ‘Jewish tradition is the key,’ Margarita 
Pazi, in ‘Die biblischen und jüdischen Ein- 
flusse in Heines “Nordsee-Gedichten”, Heine 
Jahrbuch, 12 (1973). 

Cf. Pazi, ibid. 

fn his book on Heine as a Jew, Ludwig Rosen- 
thal, distinguishing between Heine's attitude 
to religion and the influence of his Jewish her- 
itage, has systematically analyzed the sources 
and relative significance of his Jewish utter- 
ances at various periods of his life. He also lists 
most of the literature on this controversial 
subject up to 1973. 


. Cf. H. Kohn, ‘Goethe and His Time’, p. 305. 
. Hampson. 
. Sammons, Heine, p. 34, citing Giorgio Tonelli, 


Heinrich Heines politische Philosophie (1830- 
1845), Hildesheim and New York 1975. 


. Kohn, op. cit., p. 307. The English translation of 


Manzoni’s stanza is by Edward, Earl of Derby. 


. Ibid., p. 304. 
.See Wadepuhl, pp .20-21. His opinion is 


shared by many other authors. 


. Reeves, Heinrich Heine, Poetry and Politics, 


Pp.32-33. Reeves also has full details of Goe- 
the’s 1820 essay and the Kantian quotation 
which inspired Heine’s train of thought. 


NOTES TO CHAPTER 4 


I. 


Talleyrand later wrote that ‘on someone's 
advice — I do not know whose — he preferred to 
stay at my house.’ See Bernard, p. 324; Stra- 
khovsky, p. 150; HHW, 17: 489. 

Strakhovsky, p. 154; Bernard, p. 334. 

See Strakhovsky, pp. 130-39, and others. 
Strakhovsky writes that the imperial library 
did not have a single copy of the Holy Book 
and that ‘Alexander found instead the com- 
plete works of Voltaire, Rousseau, Diderot, 
Miontesquicu, Mably, La Fontaine, even the 
libertine verses of Parny.’ 

L.A.F de Bourienne, Mémoire de M. de Bouri- 
enne sur Napoléon, Paris 1830, v. IL, p. 243- 
Markham, p. 64. 

The Proclamation is quoted from Kobler, who 
discovered its presumed German text. See also 
Schwarzfuchs, and Tuchman, Bible and Sword. 
The first to draw attention to the Proclamation 
in modern times was Philip Guedalla in Nupo- 
leon and Palestine (reprint of a lecture), London 


1925. 
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32. 
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HHW, 17: 489. 

Conway, p. 12. 

The entry in the Registre d'inscription des élèves 
of the Coblenz Law School for the years 1810- 
1813 was discovered by Albert Rauch. See his 
essay in the series of Schriften issued by the 
Karl-Marx-Haus in Trier, No. 14, 1975, P. 3- 
Dean Lassaulx’s list of students was found in 
the Archives Nationales by Dr Hansgeorg 
Molitor of Tübingen, ibid., p. 27. 

Padover, p. 30. 

Eleanor Marx in Neue Zeit, v. 1, 1897-98. The 
two other pictures found on Marx’s body and 
buried with him were those of his wife and his 
eldest daughter Jenny. Other photographs, 
however, exist of both of them. 


.‘A born placator,’ Catlin, p. 561; ‘A touching 


family sense,’ Kiinzli, p. 75; the other quota- 
tions in this paragraph, Berlin, Kari Marx. 
Padover, p. 7. 

Berlin, op. cit., p. 30. 

Wolfson, p. 17. 

Ibid., pp. 12-13. 


. Mazlish, p. 42. 


McLellan, p. 13. 
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